

[image: Cover]




The Gallows Black

A Grave of Empires Novella

Sam Sykes



[image: ]

www.orbitbooks.net









Copyright

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

Copyright © 2019 by Sam Sykes

Excerpt from Seven Blades in Black copyright © 2019 by Sam Sykes

Excerpt from The Gutter Prayer copyright © 2019 by Gareth Ryder-Hanrahan

Author photograph by Libbi Rich

Cover design by Lauren Panepinto

Cover art by Jeremy Wilson

Cover copyright © 2019 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Orbit

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10104

www.orbitbooks.net

First ebook edition: May 2019

Orbit is an imprint of Hachette Book Group.

The Orbit name and logo are trademarks of Little, Brown Book Group Limited.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.

ISBN: 978-0-316-36359-4

E3-20190423-JV-NF-ORI





Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Discover More

Extras

Meet the Author

A Preview of Seven Blades in Black

A Preview of The Gutter Prayer

By Sam Sykes


    
        
            
                Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.

                

            

            Tap here to learn more.

        

        
            [image: Orbit logo]

        

    




ONE

It looked like a good axe for killing.

At least from where I was standing—big enough to loom over an already impressively tall headsman, with a jagged head whose edge was sharpened to a murderous glint. It was a blade designed to make enough of a bloody mess to satisfy the crowd, yet to kill quickly, so that the poor bastard on the other end wouldn’t be crying and begging for death and giving people the opportunity to reflect on why they had turned out in such enthusiastic numbers to see a man die.

Contrarily, the unfortunate soul didn’t look like much of a killer.

At least from where I was standing—I could barely see him over the heads of the chattering crowd ahead of me who had all turned out to see him and his friends die. He stood third in line, a meek and sober creature who looked like he hadn’t even noticed the manacles on his wrists, let alone tried escaping them. He didn’t have the killer’s remorseless stare, the outlaw’s boastful grin. Rather, he wore the weary eyes and long, somber frown of a poor dope with poor taste in friends and a poorer sense of timing.

It seemed a shame to waste such an axe on such a man.

Especially since I was going to kill him.

“Bring up the first criminal.”

A booming voice came from the gallows, loud enough to cut through the excited murmur of the crowd. Tall and gray and weary, Councilman Linnish—by all accounts a decent and reasonable man with a strong sense of family values and a deep love of his citizens—set about the work of sentencing three of them to death.

“Keevis Rathanin. You stand accused of crimes endangering the people and property of the freehold of Last Word.” The sweaty, terrified man dragged up by a pair of guards onto the gallows seemed a twitching counterpoint to Linnish’s tired monotone. “Chief among these charges: abduction, theft, murder, looting, smuggling of magical wares, practice of profane arts, disregard for laws local, Imperial, and Revolutionary, and engaging in unlawful, profane, and grotesque manufacture.”

Linnish’s face twitched, like he wanted to look away. But he forced himself to stare into the eyes of the man whose head he was about to see roll across the gallows.

“And the participation in the cruel and heinous murder of the Imperial officer Gallicus ki Ontoran.” He closed his eyes. “For these crimes, your head is to be separated from your body and…” Linnish paused, catching himself with a breath. “And displayed. As a warning to those who do not consider the consequences of their actions. Have you any last words?”

“Linnish, please, you know me,” the man whimpered. “I didn’t even know this Gallicus guy. I didn’t—”

Linnish sighed, shook his head. If left to him, it wouldn’t have been this. If left to him, it would have been done with a short rope and a quick kick of a stool, far away from prying eyes.

But this execution was not for his benefit.

“Are the aggrieved parties satisfied with the summary and sentencing? Judge Olithria?”

He looked over the square, to a balcony extending from a nearby building. Violet banners displaying a four-winged bird in flight fluttered without a breeze, kept suitably majestic by the enchantments woven into them. The Imperium did so love little spectacles like that.

Three faces, expressionless and empty and cast in bronze, stepped to the balcony—two men and one woman looming over both. Their violet uniforms clung tight, making no effort to hide the cut of their physiques, even as swords dangled off their hips as simple afterthoughts. Mages, like most people who could make a man explode into tiny chunks with a thought, had little use for things like armor or weapons.

Imperial Judges, radiating with energy as they did, even less.

“In the name of Her Imperial Majesty,” the woman, Olithria, said, her voice rendered a tinny echo by her mask, “as punishment for this heinous crime, the Imperium is satisfied.”

Linnish nodded, glanced to the other side of the square. “And you, Colonel Tatha?”

By contrast to the Judges’ subtle displays of power, the Revolution announced their presence in a loud bellow as they snapped to attention. A dozen men and women in blue coats stood tall, their gunpikes towering high, iron heads a match for their iron stares.

A middle-aged, severe-looking man, who looked to be comprised of more harsh angles than the blade at his hip, stepped forward. He fired off a stiff salute to no one in particular and cast a glower up toward the balcony.

“Ignoring the stain of corruption the decadent Imperial swine bring to this display of justice…” He looked back toward Linnish. “By the authority of the Glorious Revolution of the Fist and Flame, I declare that we are satisfied.”

Under normal circumstances, this sort of accord would be historical.

Not since they’d broken free of the Emperor’s rule had the Revolution been able to tolerate Imperial presence. In pursuit of control of its resources and its people, their armies raged across the land we called the Scar.

Armies like the ones parked outside the city walls.

Revolutionary cannons on one side, Imperial mages on the other, Last Word, a lovely little city with industrious people, had become the flash point for the Scar’s latest conflict.

Not that the people here hadn’t expected the war between them to reach their doorstep eventually. Freeholds were bastions for those who were willing to trade the safety of Imperial or Revolutionary rule for the freedom to govern themselves. But while the people of Last Word might have braved the feral beasts, outlaws, and warlords of the Scar to make their own lives, there wasn’t a freehold around that could contest the power of both the Imperium and the Revolution.

The people had already begun to flee the city, fearing more violence. To see the Revolution and Imperium abstaining from that violence, even if it was just for an execution, was nothing short of historical.

I wasn’t here for history, though. I was here for revenge.

Linnish nodded and, without looking, gestured to the headsman.

“No! NO!” The victim screamed as he was forced to kneel upon the block. He turned his head out toward the crowd, which was now roaring with cheers. “Please, you all know me! I’m not profane! I didn’t even touch the magical shit! I was just trying to earn some—”

A bloody cloud of gore sprayed from the stump of his neck. The crowd boomed. No matter who he had been, he had brought the Imperium and the Revolution to their doorstep, and they were more than happy to see one of their own die to spare their freehold the fate that would come from a war between them.

A decent trade. A reasonable trade.

At least from where I was standing.

The thunder of the crowd grew louder as the carcass was hauled away and the head was readied on a pike. The Imperial Judges, high above, applauded lightly. The Revolutionary soldiers bellowed chants and banged their gunpikes on the stands.

I tugged my hood a little lower to hide the fact that I was the only one not cheering or cursing or whatever the man in front of me thought he was accomplishing by gesturing furiously at his crotch.

Not that I begrudged the locals their sport, mind you. When you live in a place like the Scar, you take what entertainment you can. But I had seen a lot of executions before and this one wasn’t even one of the nicest.

Really, I was just here for what was to follow.

I glanced back up at the gallows as the other two victims were brought forward, my eyes drifting back to the poor bastard at the end of the line. He was flanked by guards at the moment, along with the person in front of him—too soon to kill him, had to wait until he got onto the gallows. I’d have a clean shot.

And then… I’d take what I was owed.

As if in answer to my thoughts, I felt something burning at my hip. My hand drifted unconsciously to the weapon strapped to my belt, fingers caressing his black hilt and fumbling briefly over the metal of his trigger. He begged to be drawn.

And who was I to turn down such a gentleman?

Beneath my cloak, I unsheathed him. I glanced down, studied him in the darkness. A gun of black and brass, a polished black hilt and a glistening brass chamber that seemed to glow as my eyes lingered on it. And, carved around the hole of his barrel, the visage of a grinning dragon leered back at me through metal eyes.

He did so love being admired.

Almost as much as he loved what I was about to do.

I looked back up at the man about to be killed. He was gaunter and weaker than I remembered. And if I didn’t recognize that poor, hapless why-me stare, I wouldn’t have recognized him at all.

But I still knew his name. As surely as I had when I’d written it on my list.

“Zanze,” I whispered.

I held it on my tongue, whispered it again as I reached into my pouch and felt the cold metal of the shells, fingers tracing over the spells scrawled upon their metal.

“Zanze.”

I plucked three of them out, flipped the gun’s chamber open and was greeted with three black holes. One by one, I loaded them. They each clicked home: Discordance, Hellfire, Hoarfrost. One by one, I imagined them tearing him apart, freezing the chunks of his corpse, melting them to greasy puddles.

“Zanze.”

“Fine day to see justice done, isn’t it?”

I glanced up as I pulled my cloak over the gun, sending him seething at the indignity of being hidden. But what else was I supposed to do? I hadn’t been around Last Word for very long, but I imagined that loading a magic gun while muttering the name of a man you intended to kill over and over would make you look weird to most people.

Let alone an Imperial mage.

He stood tall and proud—or rather, attempted to stand taller and prouder than me—as he loomed close enough for me to make out the crystalline medal of the four-winged bird affixed to his chest. I offered him a cordial smile, hoping he would leave.

“I see you’ve noticed my honors.”

But they never do, do they?

“They don’t give this honor to just anyone.” He tapped the medal I had been inspecting and smirked. “Only those who proudly serve the cause of the Imperium by bringing order to the savages of this wasteland receive such gratitude from the Empress Herself.”

Punch him in the face and see if he goes away.

I bit back that instinct, along with the other three that followed, and drew in a breath.

That would draw attention. Then they’ll take Zanze away and you’ll have to wait to kill him. Just be nice.

“I don’t want to say I’m a hero, but…”

Okay, just try to be nice.

“Is that so, sir?” I tried to sound pleasant—or at least not bored—and struggled with both. “Surely, you do me too much honor by gracing me with your presence. If you have other things to do—”

“Take this malcontent.” He, predictably not appearing to have heard me, gestured to the carcass being tossed off the gallows. “He was working for one of the insidious Freemakers. He eluded the rampaging fist of justice for months, pilfering magical weaponry and smuggling the profane goods, introducing the taint of magic into the city. Took us weeks to track him down, but mercifully, I was able to find him here in Last Word.”

“You must be very skilled, sir.”

I attempted to offer him a saccharine smile, hoping he, like a puppy, would take a treat and go find another place to lick himself in. Two problems with that, though: puppies are cute and I wasn’t particularly good at smiling.

“Well, I don’t wish to brag,” he said, smirking. “But even the backwaters of the Scar have heard the name of Athropos yun Deramonte.”

I hadn’t, but then again, I didn’t think most people bothered to name assholes.

“And may I have your name, madam?”

I glanced at him, just enough to let him see the barest glimpse beneath my hood. Just enough to let him see the scars twisting down over my eye, clawing away at my cheek, and offered him the same grin I offered the last guy I punched.

“Sal,” I said.

He cringed; good.

But he didn’t leave; bad.

“Unfortunately, I would have had another medal to show if I had beat those lunatic Revolutionaries here.” He glanced to the nearby soldiers in blue and sneered. “Alas, we must settle for this farce of an execution instead of true Imperial justice. Olithria, after all, wishes to be diplomatic.”

“Uh-huh.” My patience, along with my sweetness, was running out. My eyes were on the gallows as the next prisoner was hauled up. “Real kick in the balls, that.”

“Oh, I can’t complain,” he said, pointedly not listening anymore. A morbid smile creased his face as he looked toward the gallows. “We are avenging the loss of our officer Gallicus. These swine had a hand in his death, it’s been deemed. To see Imperial justice done is an honor.” He smirked. “And, at the very least, another Freemaker will be dead because of our actions.”

I blinked. “A Freemaker?”

He gestured to the gallows. I blinked again. He must have been mistaken. Freemakers were ancient, decrepit old men who hid in dank holes, tinkering over long-dead machines with withered hands and breathing in the scents of acrid chemicals through lungs long atrophied.

Or at least the one I knew was.

The woman walking to her own death looked positively serene.

Short, slim, and wrapped in a simple black dress, she ascended the gallows without fuss. Her face was calm, her eyes betraying no fear of the fate she had just witnessed nor that which awaited her, not a strand of her black hair out of place. She didn’t even seem to notice the manacles around her wrists, as though they were mere inconveniences.

And the crowd, for all its jeers and curses, wasn’t even worth her attention.

Linnish raised a hand for silence before continuing. “You stand accused of the crime of Freemaking,” he said. “For the black-tongued oaths you have sworn, for the vile poisons you have brewed, for the profane machines you have constructed, for the lives you have claimed and would have claimed had your renegade ways not been halted.” He closed his eyes, let out a sigh. “Young lady, I—”

“That’s not my name.”

She barely raised her voice. Yet Linnish recoiled, as though struck. He stared at her, mouth open. And she simply spoke again.

“Say my name.”

His lips quivered, as though he were hesitant, before he finally whispered it.

“Twenty-Two Dead Roses in a Chipped Porcelain Vase.”

An excited murmur went through the crowd. Even I let out a curse at the name.

No one in the Scar ever saw a black, smoking crater and wondered if it wasn’t the work of Twenty-Two Dead Roses in a Chipped Porcelain Vase. The Freemaker whose acids could eat through armor, whose explosives had torn freeholds and townships apart, whose poisons had sent more people to the black table than I’d had hot meals?

This was her?

I’d thought she’d be taller.

“Have you any last words?” Linnish asked.

She stared at him thoughtfully. She looked out over the crowd, glanced from them to the Revolutionary soldiers to the Imperial Judges. She sighed softly. A whisper of a smile creased her face, the last words a mother breathes to a child too young to know what she’s saying.

“Would you even understand?”

At that, the crowd rose to an angry roar again. Curses were thrown, stones followed. She made not a move to dodge them, this Freemaker. She barely seemed to notice them, nor the hands that were throwing them. Even as the guards pushed her to her knees and the headsman cleaned his axe of gore, she seemed not at all concerned, her eyes fixed on a distant horizon that I couldn’t begin to see.

And it struck me as odd that I should want so badly to know what she was looking at.

For the first time since I had arrived, one of my eyes was off Zanze. So it was with some surprise that, when I finally thought to look back at him, his eyes were locked on me.

Fuck.

He had picked me out in the crowd somehow. His eyes were wide with recognition, his lips already struggling to form an adequate curse. He hadn’t been expecting to see me again. Let alone at his own execution.

Had this come just a little later, I’d have enjoyed this, that moment where the reality of just how fucked he was came crashing down upon him. After all, that’s why I wanted to take this particular honor from the headsman. I wasn’t about to let someone else kill him—it’s the principle of the thing.

But this was too soon. He was already shuffling backward, restrained by his guards, trying to find a way out. And he would, the minute they took their eyes off him. I knew what he could do. I knew what powers he held.

It was the whole reason I was here to kill him.

I started off toward the gallows.

“Now where are you going?”

I was only vaguely aware of Athropoop or whatever his name had been calling at me. Another voice was in my ears. I felt the gun burning in my hand, his hilt seething with delight at the carnage we were about to inflict. I tried to ignore his delight, keep my eyes on that twitching, feckless bastard in the back.

We were here for a reason, after all.

“I’m not sure what backwater you came from, madam.”

A hand shot out, slid beneath my cloak, and grabbed my arm.

“But no one turns their back on a mage of the Imperium and—”

His words fell as soon as he pulled my arm out.

Across lean muscle, twisting tattoos of wings and thunderclouds and serpents ran up my wrist, the work occasionally marred by scars across my arm. He might have recognized them.

But I think it was probably the gun that tipped him off to who I was.

“You…” He stared at the gun in my hand, the gun staring back with its grinning dragon barrel. “That’s… that’s the Cacophony.” He whispered its name, it burned in my hand. He looked back up to me. “Then you’re—”

“Don’t.”

I pulled away, perhaps hoping he’d seen sense and would let it lie. But you don’t tend to trust mages to be reasonable. He seized my hood, pulled it from my face. Locks of white hair fell free, doing nothing to hide the long scars. And in the light of day, he saw me.

He knew me.

And he screamed.

“VAGRANT!” he howled, turning toward the balcony. “THERE’S A VAGRANT HERE! IT’S SAL THE CACOPHONY! SHE’S—”

His last words came dribbling out of his mouth on a stream of red. Shaking fingers went to his throat, felt the tip of the blade jutting out beneath his jaw. He twitched as the sword came free and staggered around, red weeping out between his fingers. He stared at the blade in my hand, heavy with his life dripping off the blade, before looking up at me. I saw the empty, unthinking horror in his eyes.

And in every eye of every stare of every person in the square as they looked upon me, blade in one hand, gun in the other.

In the silence that followed, I heard everything. A drop of blood fell from the headsman’s axe, hanging just above the Freemaker’s head, to spatter upon her neck. A solitary click of a gunpike being loaded behind me. A distant note of a spell called to a mage’s lips and energy crackling.

The entire world held its breath as the mage who couldn’t take a hint tried to say something, saw blood spatter out from his mouth onto the street, and then slumped over, facedown in a puddle of his own life.

And then, with one great gasp, it all seemed to scream.

“KILL THE VAGRANT!”







TWO

Could have told him to fuck off.

I pushed my way through a crowd of screaming, fleeing, frothing madness.

Could have punched him in the face.

I heard the whirr of autobows, ducked as a flurry of bolts shrieked overhead.

Could have just grabbed someone else and started kissing them. He would have gotten the idea.

A scream was hurled at me, a blade followed. My sword shot up, caught it at the guard. My boot thrust out, caught a guard in the belly. My sword punched through his collarbone as he doubled over, and he fell, screaming and clutching his neck, to the ground as his fellows came rushing toward me.

But you wanted to be nice.

In hindsight, it probably would have been wiser to simply find a more quiet way to kill off Zanze—a long-range crossbow, a rooftop, poison his gruel, I don’t know.

But then he’d have died without knowing, without uttering my name before he drew his last breath, without looking into my eyes and knowing what black hell awaited him.

If you must choose between wisdom and drama, choose drama—all the legends about wise people are boring, the old saying went. I had always thought it sound advice.

“RUN! IT’S THE CACOPHONY!”

Until now, anyway.

They tore this way and that, a screaming storm of sweaty flesh and gaping mouths colliding with each other, crawling over each other, pushing each other aside in a desperate bid to escape. The people of Last Word were everywhere.

“What’s she doing here?”

And their screams filled the air.

“Get the women and children out of here!”

“Why only them? What about me?”

“For fuck’s sake, just run before she unsheathes it!”

I hate to admit it, but there is a certain sense of gratification that comes from so many people running in terror at your name. And the shrieking mob provided enough cover that the Revolution and the Imperium alike were unable to attack me right away. But as I fought my way closer to the gallows, I could hear a voice cut through the panic like a blade.

“Get the prisoners out of here!” Linnish cried out. “Get them out!”

I could see the chains flashing, guards seizing Zanze by his arms and starting to haul him away. And despite the chains on his wrists, a faint smile on his face was aimed just at me, as if to say:

I win.

And I threw back my cloak. And I lowered my blade. And I raised my gun as if to say:

The fuck you do.

He drank in the light of the dying day, his brass barrel ablaze. His eyes seemed to glow a little brighter, the leering grin of the dragon’s maw grew a little wider. And, though it sounds mad to say, I thought I could almost hear him giggle.

“Is that…”

Someone had the presence of mind to speak before his mind, his courage, and what was left of his sense fled him. The crowd’s screams descended into wordless, terrified shrieking. Their mad rush turned into a depraved scramble, they trampled each other underfoot in a desperate bid to get away from me. If they were scared of me, they were outright terrified of my gun.

The Cacophony had that effect on people.

And this time, it worked to my benefit. In their mad bid to escape the woman with the big fuck-off gun, they tore a clear line between me and the gallows. For the briefest of moments, I saw Zanze’s face as he saw me, saw the Cacophony in my hands, and realized what I was about to do and gave me a look that…

Well, it wasn’t better than sex. But it was close.

I squeezed the trigger.

The Cacophony fired.

And then things got bad.

The recoil shuddered down my arm as the shell shrieked out from the barrel. It sped toward the gallows, a bright flash of light and a gasp of gunfire.

In a great eruption of sound and anger, the wail of a thousand trumpets blaring all at once burst into a wall of sheer noise. The gallows were torn apart in the explosion, sending shards of wood and rope and bloodstained nails flying through the air. Bodies of guards and corpses flew, limp, through the sky to smash against buildings and twist around lampposts. The cobblestones were torn apart and a massive cloud of dust arose. And when it cleared, all that remained of the gallows was a stark crater.

Discordance. Not the most subtle of my tricks, but it tends to get the job done.

Or at least I thought it did. I squinted, searching through the dust and carnage for any sign of Zanze. I couldn’t see him—his corpse or otherwise—in the groaning wreckage of the gallows. Had he changed? Had he used his powers to shift into a bird or something and simply flown away? Or had I missed him and—

“Vagrant scum!”

Right. Ponder later.

Fight now.

I heard the chorus of metallic clicks and of boots striking the stone. I glanced up and saw the Revolutionaries, arranged in twin rows of standing and kneeling soldiers, their gunpikes leveled at me, barrels glistening. Beside them Colonel Tatha stood, saber drawn and pointed at me.

“By the order of the Great General, Immutable Scion of the Glorious Revolution,” he shouted in that shrill voice, “I demand your surrender or subject you to the righteous barrage of the Revolution’s justice!”

I raised a hand, lowered my gun. “Colonel, you seem like a sensible man. There’s no need to be hasty now. If we just—”

“FIRE!”

He wasn’t and there was.

Before the gunpikes clicked I went running for cover, away from what civilians still fled, and leapt behind the largest chunk of gallows I could, slamming my back against it. Muzzles flashed. Bullets went screaming past me to punch through wood and stone and unlucky bastards alike.

“Now why the fuck would you demand a surrender and then go and fire before a lady can give an answer?” I muttered beneath the crack of gunfire.

They didn’t hear me, of course. I wasn’t about to poke my head out and say it louder, either. I’d seen gunpike bullets tear a man in armor to pieces. Even now, my makeshift barricade shuddered with each shrieking strike, the bullets tearing off huge chunks of wood.

It wouldn’t last another volley unless I got a chance.

“Reload, damn you! Reload!”

And there it was.

Your average Revolutionary soldier was, from birth until death, hewed, hammered, and polished into a finely oiled, unquestioning machine of a human that could reload one severium bullet into a gunpike in about thirty seconds. That’s not a lot of time for a counterattack.

Fortunately, I only needed about three.

In one, I sprang up behind my barricade, leveled the Cacophony at them. In the second, Tatha’s eyes went wide as they met the grinning dragon’s muzzle, his mouth beginning to form the shape of a command. Had he had a fourth second, he might have made it.

But by the third, I had already pulled the trigger.

And Hellfire came out.

The shell sped from the Cacophony’s maw and struck the pavement before the Revolutionary squadron. The air erupted with a roar as a wall of fire burst from the stone and reached out with a hundred angry red hands.

“Back! Fall back!”

Tatha’s orders were swallowed by the cackle of flame, as were the screams of the Revolutionaries who were swept into fiery teeth that gnawed through cloth, bit through flesh, drank boiling blood, and devoured screams. Their bodies blackened beneath the sheets of flame, ashen memories forgotten by their comrades as they fled.

I leapt over the splintered remains of my barricade, took off at a run for the nearest escape. What stupid civilians remained had been given wit by the Cacophony’s display and were disappearing rapidly into the various alleys. I could follow their lead, disappear into the city, find Zanze—his corpse or his soon-to-be corpse—later, when there was less of a spectacle.

It seemed like a fine enough plan.

Right up until I heard the song, anyway.

A discordant note of a verse with no story in a language that had no words, I heard the sound ringing. I heard the cry of the Lady Merchant, the Giver of Gifts, the Mistress of Barters, She Who Holds the Magic in my ears, my skin, in my very bones.

That’s how I knew there was magic being cast.

“That’s far enough, Vagrant.”

Well, that and the mage flying overhead. That was also a pretty big hint.

I hate mages.

The shadow of Olithria swept over me. I screeched to a halt as she came crashing down upon a dead Revolutionary’s blackened carcass, splintering it to fragments of ash. From the balcony she had looked intimidating. Standing in front of me, looking down through her featureless bronze mask from a height a whole head taller than mine, she looked positively terrifying.

“So it is you.” She canted her head, studying me. “I had thought these peasants to simply be ranting, yet…”

I felt her gaze run across my body, taking me in through those black sockets of her mask, over the tattoos running down my arms, across the scars decorating my body, before settling upon the gun hanging from my hand.

“Sal the Cacophony dares to show her face in an Imperial presence,” she uttered, insultingly unimpressed. “I had heard you were so brash. I’ve heard the stories.”

“Oh yeah?” I grinned, if only to keep the panic off my face—I could practically smell the magic bristling across her body. “Which ones?”

The Cacophony seethed in my hand, begging to be unleashed. I kept him at my side—they don’t make just any apprentice into an Imperial Judge. No sense in firing off a shell if she could fling it back at me with the power of her mind or teleport and switch places with me or whatever other magical shit she could pull.

I hate mages.

She sensed my hesitation, took a step forward.

“They say you brought down a rampaging Catucar Broodmother with a single shot.”

True. Though the single shot was from a very big cannon.

“They say you single-handedly fought off an army of Revolutionary soldiers to protect one deserter.”

Lie. It was a small gang of bandits attacking a small village to kill a guy who owed them money. But the guy also happened to owe me money, so…

“They say you wiped out three generations of a man’s lineage because he dared to touch you.”

Half-true. It was two generations, a woman instead of a man, and she happened to be trying to touch me with a four-foot-long blade that was also on fire at the time. But the embellishment keeps people from bothering me while I’m drinking, so I don’t dispute it.

“If even half of them are true, I confess to being mildly impressed,” Olithria said. “Or at least as impressed as I can be when one stray dog manages not to roll in its own filth.”

She took another step forward. The Lady Merchant’s song was distant in my ears. Behind her mask I could see a violet light bursting to life. She was calling up a spell, reaching for her blade.

“Tell me something.”

She paused at my words, held her blade where it was once she saw I wasn’t retreating.

“Did they ever tell you the story about what happens to people that get in my way?” I asked.

“They did not,” she replied. “How does that one end?”

“I haven’t decided yet.” I scratched the edge of one of my scars with the tip of my blade. “You could put that blade away, step aside, and deal with your own shit, and it’ll end there. Not as dramatic as a good opera, I admit, but much less bloody.”

I let the threat hang in the air. She stood still, the sound of the Lady’s song ebbing away. Emboldened, I took a step forward.

“Or,” I said, “you could draw that steel and things can really get—”

“Yes, let’s do that one.”

FUCK.

Her blade whipped out of her sheath like a striking serpent, steel fang aimed for my midsection. I leapt back, batted the blade aside with my own, and brought mine up as she turned the momentum into another swing. Her sword crashed against mine, my knees threatened to give out under the weight of her blow. I broke the lock and sprang away, hoping that she hadn’t noticed how badly I landed.

Turns out it’s actually not as hard as you’d think to see out of those masks.

She pressed her advantage, leaping toward me, swinging wildly. She was taller, her arms were longer, she could afford to be sloppy. Any blow that happened to connect would go halfway through me. It was all I could do to keep backpedaling, keep parrying, keep her at a distance until I could find an opening or she just got sick of playing around.

I’ll let you guess what happened.

She roared and leapt toward me, bringing her blade crashing down. I dropped the Cacophony, held my sword in both hands just to keep her at bay. I couldn’t tell for sure, but I had a strong belief that asshole was smiling under that mask.

“You were trained in Imperial fencing,” she observed. “Whom did you study under?”

“Master… Oroscus,” I grunted, my arms quivering under the strain.

“I trained with Mistress Rendalica,” she said. “I believe she slew Oroscus?”

“Lucky… you.”

“Tell me, did he teach you his famous Dread Serpent Maneuver?” She sounded almost bored. “That would come in handy.”

“No… just the… Screaming Weasel.”

“I am unfamiliar with—”

My knee shot up, caught her in the groin. While it was not as effective as it is with some foes, generally you can’t go wrong by just aiming as hard as you can between someone’s legs. She let out a cry, half in alarm and half in pain, and staggered away long enough for me to reach down and seize the Cacophony.

I brought the hilt of the gun up and smashed it against her mask. Her face snapped back with the blow, a metallic clang ringing out as she struck the stones and rolled away. I seized the advantage, rushing toward her, blade in hand, ready to finish it.

Then I heard the song.

And she brought her fist down upon the street.

And did I mention I hate mages?

Great pillars of stone erupted from the ground, punching up through the pavement beneath me. Jagged earthen spikes shot out, narrowly grazing me, drawing a line of blood from my side as I scrambled away from her, struggling to escape. The song grew louder in my ears, the earth more unstable under my feet as more spikes jutted up.

I turned and ran, heading for the nearest alley I could find. Had to put some distance between us, had to find a new angle to attack her from.

“There she is!”

The squadron of Revolutionaries that came flooding out from the alley would make that difficult.

I screeched to a halt as they leveled their gunpikes at me, jagged heads glistening, muzzles gleaming. I turned to run, but it was too late. Behind them, Tatha let out his howl.

“FIRE!”

And a dozen hammers clicked in response.

I had a moment to see it—the blaze of gunfire, the plumes of smoke wafting, the bullets shrieking toward me.

A moment turned to a second, then ten, and into an eternity before I realized the bullets weren’t moving. They hung in midair, suspended by some unseen force. I glanced over my shoulder and saw Olithria rising, her hand extended in a spell and a fresh dent in her mask. She flicked two fingers and the bullets fell to the ground, clattering harmlessly upon the stones.

“We had an agreement, barbarian,” Olithria uttered, drawing closer. Behind her, two other mages descended from the sky to take up menacing position. “You would curb your fanaticism long enough to see justice done and we would grant you the dignity of living.”

“The Revolution can tolerate the stain of your decadent corruption no longer,” Tatha growled. “Nor shall we abide a Vagrant to deny the vision of the Great General. You vile oppressors know neither justice nor dignity. Stand aside.”

“Crawl back to your fanatic leader and tell him you were unsuccessful. Else we’ll enchant your carcass to tell him yourself”—she narrowed her eyes as she spat the last word—“nul.”

Tatha’s eyes widened at the insult. Olithria’s chuckle was black and morbid. The Lady’s song grew louder as spells were called to hand. Reloaded gunpikes clicked into the firing position. Two forces, alike in savagery and bereft of mercy, stood poised to kill each other for the honor of taking my head.

What is a girl to do with such flattery, am I right?

… Seriously, though, I was pretty sure I was fucked.

And I continued to think that right up until I noticed the glint of glass. My foes didn’t see it, the tiny translucent sphere rolling across the street. Hell, I barely noticed it myself until it came to a halt at my feet. I had just enough time to squint at the swirling vapor locked within it before I realized what it was.

Gas.

I thought it rather than said it, but I think they figured it out once it exploded.

I hit the ground as a great cloud of white vapor roiled out of it, greater than could possibly have been hidden within such a small vessel, to fill the square in a blinding pale cloud. I pulled my cloak over my nose, hoping not to choke on it. Yet it passed into my mouth and tasted like nothing but ash.

Not gas. Smoke?

“Imperial trickery! More spells! Open fire! FOR THE REVOLUTION!”

“The nuls have toys! Annihilate them!”

Curses became formless shrieks became spells and gunfire. Bullets were fired haphazardly into the vapor, gouts of flame and lighting bursting from within the cloud as the two sides exchanged volleys. I kept my head down, not daring to look up.

Not until I felt a hand take me gently by the arm.

I looked up. I almost didn’t recognize her without her manacles. Yet she knelt beside me, so calm as to be utterly oblivious to the blind carnage unfolding around us. Her eyes were large and attentive behind a pair of spectacles she hadn’t had before.

The Freemaker.

Twenty-Two Dead Roses in a Chipped Porcelain Vase.

“For future reference,” she said, gesturing to the cloud around us, “when you see a cloud of blinding smoke appear in the midst of your foes, that’s a good time to run.”

She didn’t wait for me to retort. She barely waited for me to get up, hauling me to my feet and taking off at a sprint. She guided me through the cloud, leaving the sounds of carnage behind us.

“Your arrival was quite timely,” she said. “I admit that I hadn’t actually figured out a way out of that situation by the time you started shooting. The shame of being held captive by people who barely understand indoor plumbing will forever haunt me.” She shot me a smile over her shoulder. “I mean… thank you. For saving me.”

“Uh… right. You’re welcome,” I said with all the confidence of a woman who definitely had been intending to do that. “Can you get us out of here?”

“Decidedly unlikely. The entirety of the city was under lockdown for the execution, at the insistence of the Revolution and Imperium. The guard will have only doubled by the time we could get there. I’m afraid we’re both fairly likely to be dead.”

“I meant out of this whole… you know, shooting-spell shitshow.”

“Oh. Yeah, no, I can do that. Come this way.”

The mouth of an alley loomed large and black out of the smoke. She pulled me in, and I stared into the impenetrable wall of white that loomed behind us.

“What the fuck was in that glass?” I asked, sounding more astonished than I’d intended.

“A creation of mine,” she replied. “Originally I intended it to be less blinding and significantly more toxic.”

“Wait, more toxic?” I stared at her, incredulous. “So is this toxic?”

She shot me the exact same stare. “What would be the point of a nontoxic cloud?” She pushed her glasses up her nose. “I would have expected Sal the Cacophony not to ask such a stupid question.”

“You’ve heard of me, then?” I asked.

“I mean, I have now. You have a way of making yourself known.”

She glanced up. I followed her gaze to the shadow of one of the mages, flying high overhead. He narrowed his eyes, brimming with violet light, upon seeing us as his fingers splayed out, electricity dancing across his palms as he aimed a lightning bolt toward us.

I whipped the Cacophony up, squeezed the trigger. A bright flash of blue shot out from the dragon’s maw and sped toward the mage. In a single frigid breath, Hoarfrost took shape, a burst of frigid wind and shards that spattered across the mage like vomit from a talkative drunk. The energy leaked out of his eyes and his hands alike, a look of confusion across his face as blue ice began to crawl across his skin. In another second his body had frozen into a blue-and-white statue, his face scarred in a final moment of panicked puzzlement.

He hung rigid in the air for one more second, an ornament of flesh and frost, before he fell.

The Freemaker watched him plummet into the cloud of smoke, removed her glasses, and wiped them clean on her dress. She winced at the sound of something shattering.

“Yeah, like that.”







THREE

Colonel Tatha Vindictive stared out over thirty-odd men and women of the Revolution and met their resolute stares through the only eye left uncovered by the bandages wrapped around his seared face.

“Understand this,” he said with a pained wince, voice creaking. “The Great General, guided by his profound wisdom, bade us come witness the demise of the Freemaker above all else. He, endless as he is, knew that our duty to cleanse the Scar of the hated Imperials could rest a moment to address a greater threat and see a purveyor of inferior machinery put to an end.” His stare hardened. “Do you think the Great General a fool?”

“The Great General is wise beyond years, courageous beyond time!” the Revolutionaries barked in short order.

“This remains the case. Despite the day’s…”—he paused to touch a finger to his bandaged face—“misunderstanding, our orders remain clear. The Freemaker perverts the wisdom of the Great General and disrespects the Machinations of the Revolution. Will you stand for this insult?”

“The Glorious Revolution is implacable, unstoppable, irrevocable!”

“Just so. The decadent Imperials, if they can pry their lips from their wineglasses long enough, may try to impede us. We shall prevail.” He raised a hand in benediction. “As the Great General vests authority in me, I so vest it in you to carry out the Revolutionary mandate. Search whatever house you suspect of sheltering the Freemaker. Silence anyone who may speak against you. Execute those who seek to impede you, Imperial or otherwise.”

“Even civilians, sir?”

The boisterous reply was cut off by one of the Revolutionaries at the front of the squadron, a young-looking woman who lowered her gunpike and cast a curious look at the colonel.

“Sir, were we not instructed to demonstrate to the city that the Revolution is here for their protection?” she asked. “How can we tell them this while also tearing their home apart?”

Colonel Tatha Vindictive stared out over this single woman with his one good eye. He opened his mouth as if to speak, paused, then sighed. And without another word, pulled a hand cannon from his belt and emptied a shot into her skull.

“You have your orders.” He flipped the chamber open, let the spent severium shell fall onto the street next to the dead woman. “Ten thousand years of toil demand your penance.”

“Ten thousand years!” the Revolutionaries barked and, with not a single glance spared for their dead comrade, turned and fanned out into the streets.

I felt a vague urge to scream—if only so someone would do so on the woman’s behalf—but I didn’t want to give my hiding spot away.

The knowledge of what they did to their enemies bade me hold my tongue.

From the alleyway I watched one set of pursuers disperse. I glanced up into the night sky and spotted the other. Mages, carried on the lilting song of the Lady, sailed through the sky like clouds. Angry little clouds who could spit frost and fire and whatever else the Lady gave them. They swept over the heads of the Revolution, over the citizens fleeing to get inside, violet-tinged scowls searching through the city.

Since their rebellion from the Imperium, no fewer than two generations of Revolutionaries have been born, sent to fight, and then buried in the Scar. Hating Imperials began as a necessity and became a tradition. Likewise, the mages of the Imperium have looked down upon the nuls—figuratively and otherwise—since they first heard the Lady’s song.

Granted, the colonial wars had been over for ages, but the two never shied away from killing each other and whatever stood between them. So it was more than a little unusual to see them united—or at least abstaining from violence—in a common cause.

But I guess I’m just that much of an asshole to warrant it.

Or at least I hang around that kind of an asshole.

Specifically, the kind of asshole who completely ignores the threat of imminent death and the extremely polite Vagrant watching the fucking alley so that they don’t both die while she does… does…

“What the fuck are you doing over there, anyway?” I hissed to the woman kneeling over some crates.

Twenty-Two Dead Roses in a Chipped Porcelain Vase continued to sift through the crates, pushing various discarded cloths and other trash aside, not even looking up at me as she did.

“Well,” she said in a very I-don’t-even-give-a-shit-that-freaky-flying-people-are-looking-for-me tone, “I appear to be sifting through garbage, so I am either possessed of an exceedingly unusual fetish or—”

“Or you’re searching for something,” I finished for her, rolling my eyes.

“Careful. If you say more smart stuff like that, I might fall in love.” At this she shot me a rather charming smile. An insufferable one that made me kind of want to punch her, but still charming. “Whatever else my pursuers may want of me,” she continued, looking back to the crates, “I won’t be able to give them the proper answer until I find my tools. I managed to hide some around here before I was captured.”

“Right.” I glanced up as the shadow of a mage swept over me and disappeared over a rooftop. “So, ‘pursuers’ seems a little too tame for the small army that’s been sent to kill you.” I looked back to her. “What the fuck did you to do to piss them off so bad, anyway?”

She paused, her eyes growing hard behind her glasses. Her voice came out as a hushed, reverent whisper.

“I took the oath.”

And that gave me pause.

I’d heard about the Freemaker’s Oath, in drunken whispers and smugglers’ stories. I didn’t know much more than the name. No one did. The Freemakers, hunted as they are by the Imperium, the Revolution, and basically everyone else who would rather a lot of people with a lot of knowledge be dead, are understandably protective of their methods.

But I knew a few things.

I knew the oath forbade Freemakers from interfering with each other. I knew it demanded they accrue knowledge at all costs but forbade anyone from telling them how to use it. I knew that they shed their old names to join the organization.

I wonder who she had been before she became Twenty-Two Dead Roses in a Chipped Porcelain Vase.

“Understand,” she continued, “that our work is easily misunderstood by the small minds of this world. They find the notion of dedication to a greater idea, not an emperor or a general, to be terrifying. They call us mercenary intellects, peddlers of what mayhem our work creates.” Her eyes blazed behind her glasses. “When, in fact, those puerile minds who stand in my way have simply gazed upon the same future I have and seen a world that all their fear and hatred could not control, and they find this adequate cause to try to kill me.”

I stared at her for a long time. I idly scratched an itch on my flank.

“No, seriously, though,” I said, “how much did you steal from them?”

“Okay, you can’t own knowledge, so I can’t have stolen anything, can I?” she snapped at me. “Whatever else they say, they can’t—ah, here we are.”

She pulled free a thick leather satchel from beneath a pile of ratty discarded hides. She pried it open, the glisten of glass greeting her as a number of vials, spheres, and baubles rattled around inside. She looked them over, lips moving frantically as she counted each of them, eyes widening with realized horror.

“Where is it, where is it, where is it,” she muttered. “The solution I need isn’t here. I know I packed it. Someone must have taken it.”

“They look a little like liquor, don’t they?” I asked. “Maybe a drunk took them.”

She stared at me as though I had just slapped her dead mother with her dead puppy. “How is the notion of a backwater lackwit guzzling years of work supposed to soothe me in the slightest?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s possible, isn’t it?”

“The ones missing are mostly explosive, so I guess we’ll know as soon as we hear someone turn into an eruption of gore and—”

Darlings.

She froze up, eyes positively enormous behind her glasses. She whirled around, searching for the source of the sudden voice. I don’t think she was at all soothed to realize that it was coming from inside our heads.

The voice of the Imperium speaks to you.

“What is that?” the Freemaker whispered. “Is that a ghost? Are ghosts real?”

I held up a hand. “Telepathy. Relax.”

“Relax? At some strange woman inside my head?”

“It’s not her, it’s just her voice. She’s sending it to everyone in the city, so it can’t be that refined. She can’t tell where we are.”

“How do you—”

I pressed a finger to my lips. I wasn’t in the mood to answer her questions. Also, trying to have a conversation while someone’s voice is babbling inside your skull is pretty fucking annoying.

While we’re certain most of you are lovely people, we cannot help but notice that many of you were rather unhelpful in our pursuit of the rogue Freemaker and, recently, the uncouth Vagrant who released her.

Olithria’s voice. Somehow it was even worse when it wasn’t coming out of a face I could smash my gun into.

Let’s see if we can’t make a better impression this time, hm? If you see a short woman with black hair and large glasses, do let us know. And if you happen to see a scarred woman showing too much skin and sporting tacky tattoos—

“HEY!” I cried out.

—simply run to your roof and scream. We will hear you. If you can’t manage that, at least stay in your homes and out of our way. We wouldn’t want anything unfortunate to happen, would we?

“What does she mean by ‘unfortunate’?” the Freemaker whispered.

“What the fuck do you think a woman who can break the earth in two with her hand means by ‘unfortunate’?” I snapped back.

And if the offending parties happen to be listening… do make it easy on yourselves and surrender, hm? Your associate’s execution may not have happened today, but we do have him in our custody still. We could be compelled to release him, if you cooperate. If you don’t by—oh, let’s say dawn—I’ll be very happy to see him dead in your stead and we’ll simply kill you anyway. Let’s be reasonable about this, shall we? You know how to find us.

Zanze. She had Zanze.

But did she know she had him? Or did she just assume he was some henchman of the Freemaker’s? A lover or a husband or something else she could use as leverage?

Or did she know I was looking for him? That his was a name on a list I wholly intended to cross off before my next sunrise?

Did she know just how many people I would kill to put him in the earth?

Someone did. And he was whispering to me in a burning voice.

At my hip, the Cacophony seethed with such heat that I could feel him through the leather of his sheath. He couldn’t read my thoughts—despite being a magic gun—but he knew what I was thinking—possibly because he was a magic gun.

He was reminding me what we had come here for.

And that we couldn’t afford distractions.

Smart thing to do, he reminded me, would be to leave now. Track down Zanze, let the people wise enough to stay out of my way live, take out the rest as they came. This Freemaker was a shrewd girl—fuck, they don’t let you join the Freemakers without knowing the names of chemicals that people don’t even know exist—she could take care of herself. I could leave her, find Zanze on my own, hope everything worked out.

And I would have. Honestly.

But every time I closed my eyes, even to blink, I could still see her smile.

“Listen.” I sighed, rubbed the back of my neck. “You don’t need this. Come with me, I’ll find you a way out of the city, and then you can—”

“No.”

I blinked. She was standing there, in front of me, hugging her bag to her chest and with both feet planted like roots. She had looked so delicate when I had seen her that afternoon, a fragile thing of porcelain and silk that someone wanted desperately to break. Now she stood there, staring at me resolutely behind those glasses.

Fuck me, had her eyes always been that big?

“I can’t leave Talmin behind.”

I blinked. “Who?”

It hit me a second later. Zanze. She didn’t know his real name—of course, he wouldn’t have given it to her. But she didn’t know his real face, either. She didn’t know what he truly was.

“Listen,” I said, “they had him on the gallows—”

“Scaffold.”

“Huh?”

“A gallows is used only to execute people via hanging. We were about to be beheaded, so they had him on a scaffold.”

How does someone so cute make me want to punch them so many times?

“Whatever. He was being executed for a reason. He’s not a good—”

“I don’t care,” she said. “They put him there because he helped me. He smuggled in ingredients for me, never hurt anyone, and they want to kill him for it. They took Eresan’s head because of me. I won’t let them take his, too.”

“This is the Scar, honey,” I replied. “Chances are he was going to end up on the wrong end of a noose eventually.”

Her face screwed up, trying to contain the anger flashing across it. And then it exploded. Behind her glasses her rage was magnified to the point that I could see the veins inching across the whites of her eyes.

But when she opened her mouth, it was to take a deep breath. She slowly removed her glasses, cleaned them, and stared at herself in the reflections of the lenses.

“The oath,” she said.

“Oh, come on.”

“Article fifteen, item two,” she replied. “‘Any willing associate to a Freemaker must be justly compensated for their investment. No Freemaker shall ever willingly forsake an associate, including an aide, an assistant, a test subject, or a specialist.’”

“Right.” I rubbed my eyes. “Which one of those is he?”

“All four, depending on my needs. Regardless, I can’t leave him behind without being expelled from the Freemakers—which, in Freemaker terms, means getting shot in the head.” She replaced her glasses, straightened them on her nose. “So I suggest we get going.”

“Wait, what?” I normally didn’t like sounding so incredulous, but really. “What’s all this we shit?”

“You can’t expect me to get him myself, can you? I know where he’s being held. I know its defenses, but I’m no match for a group of madmen bristling with magic and another group of madmen bristling with a lot of gunpikes and—” She caught herself, held up a finger. “Sorry, madmen, madwomen, and other individuals who remain mad.”

Now, all of that certainly sounded like very good reasons not to go, at least to me. But before I could say it, before I even knew it, she was standing close to me, looking up at me. I had never noticed that she was shorter than me before.

“And who else could protect me from all that but Sal the Cacophony?”

She looked at me thoughtfully for a moment. I didn’t look away. She raised two fingers to my face. I didn’t stop her. And she whispered—to herself, to me, to someone I didn’t know.

“Do the stories say,” she whispered, “how you got these scars?”

And I didn’t answer her.

Her fingers alighted on my cheek, quivering, like she was hesitant to touch me. Her skin felt cold on mine, like a breeze through a broken window. I don’t know why I didn’t stop her—maybe I wasn’t sure what was happening, maybe I was just taken aback by this slip of a woman touching me, maybe something else.

But I stood there. I stared at her. And I let her run her finger across the long, jagged scar on my cheek. Down to my jawline. Past that, to my neck. And down to my collarbone.

And then some part of me started screaming.

My hand shot up, caught her by the wrist, pried her hand away. Her breath escaped her in a gasp. In her glasses I could see my eyes, the color of ice, reflected back at me.

“And who said I was going to help you at all?” I asked.

She blinked. “Well, why did you help me escape the scaffold?”

Because I was aiming for the guy you wanted to save.

Somehow that didn’t sound like something comforting to say.

But this didn’t seem like the right time to tell her exactly why I was out to kill this guy. Nor did I have time to tell her exactly why his name was on my list. The Cacophony seethed at my hip, reminding me of the wisdom of just leaving her behind.

… But she had said she knew where he was being held.

And they had said they were going to execute him by dawn if we didn’t get to him first.

And being led right to the man I was looking to kill seemed a lot easier than searching for him amid a city crawling with the aforementioned madmen with their magic and explosives and possibly magical explosives.

I made my decision.

And the Cacophony, in a bright searing pain that lanced into my hip, made his displeasure known.

“Okay,” I said, biting back my wince. “So, theoretically, if I were to agree to help you, I’d—”

“Perfect. Glad we agree.” She pushed past me, ignoring my protest and my attempt to grab her as she brazenly strode into the street that had just recently contained dozens of people eager to kill us. “Now, the prison we were held in is back this way, but—”

She was cut off as I seized her by the shoulder and dragged her back into the alley. She let out a protest, muffled by my hand. She followed my pointed finger skyward as a mage flew past, silent but for the fluttering of his cloak as he scanned the street and moved on.

“Granted, I only know the one Freemaker, but I’ve learned two things about them.” I held up two fingers. “They’re supposed to be brilliant, and they’re wildly protective of their own. If the first is true, then you’ll stay back and let the woman with the big fucking sword lead the way because if the second is true, I’d rather not have a group of vengeful, secretive weirdos blaming me for the death of Twenty-Two Roses in a Chipped Porcelain Vase.”

I slowly released my hand from her mouth. She regarded me thoughtfully for a moment.

“And, in return, I have two articles of concern of my own.” She held up two fingers. “If you’re going to touch me like that, warn me first. And this will take all night if you keep using my name like that.”

“Well, what else am I supposed to call you?”

She brushed a lock of hair out of her eyes. And she looked at me, more shyly than a woman that pristine ought to be able to. And she gave me a smile that would one day ruin my life.

“Call me Liette.”







FOUR

Between roving bands of outlaws, horrific beasts stalking the wilds, inclement weather and the little matter of the huge war between magic and machines, the Scar wasn’t a land known for being particularly hospitable. Most freeholds ended up as either fortresses or piles of cinders.

Last Word had the distinction of being a city that aspired to be more than just a bulwark between civilization and all the sets of teeth waiting to feast on it. Situated on a crossroads for caravans and with lots of arable farmland, it had quickly prospered, going from a shithole to a craphole to barely a hole at all. Houses here were well built and polished, the streets were clean and inviting, most people had mastered indoor plumbing.

Which was probably why the Imperium and the Revolution both wanted this city, but I digress.

Liette’s workshop, situated in a cozy little square and flanked by a sundries store and a carpenter, looked like the sort of place I’d eventually want to settle down once I had killed everyone that needed killing. A humble, unassuming, two-storied home with windows covered by velvet curtains and a beautiful little garden in the front. It looked downright homey.

Or it would have, anyway, if it hadn’t currently been crawling with Revolutionary soldiers.

I peered out the window of the abandoned house we had taken up shelter in across the street. The darkness of her shop was brimming with lights: lights of cigarillos smoked by bored soldiers keeping watch outside, lights of lanterns inside as they searched the place, lights glistening off the serrated heads of the many, many gunpikes they carried…

“That’s a lot of soldiers for one Freemaker,” I grunted.

Liette popped up in the window beside me, scrunching her nose with keen distaste at the assembled soldiers.

“Only a dozen?” A note of offended ire tinged her voice. “Why not a hundred? Why not a tank?”

I blinked at her. “What the fuck did you do, exactly?”

“Merely offended smaller minds.” She waved a hand. “The mages, at least, had the decency to imprison me in a warded cell. No chance for escape. I appreciated the professional courtesy.”

“Warded.” I grunted. “Of course. Fucking mages. I assume your friend is still there.”

“Correct.”

“And you’ve got something in there,” I gestured at her workshop, “that’ll… what, blow it up?”

“Oh, no. You can’t blow up a magic door. That’s insane.” Liette shook her head. “No, it’s much more simple to just blow up everything around the door. I’ve got half the alchemics needed to do that.” She pointed toward the top floor of her workshop. “The other half are hidden up there, in a secret panel behind a tasteful landscape painting. Get them for me and we can get Talmin out of prison.”

And into a grave.

But I didn’t say that.

Any thought I might have had of getting to him without her withered in my head. If he was in a spell-warded cell, then he’d be under the guard of whatever mages and wards Olithria had left behind, a number of which I was sure would be rigged to alert her when someone tripped them. I could handle wards or I could handle Olithria, but probably not both at once.

So my plan of simply wandering in and blowing him to pieces didn’t seem all that feasible. But blowing a wall to pieces and then blowing him to pieces seemed like it would work. I just had to make sure to find a reason for Liette to get away so she wouldn’t see it and—

Wait, why? I shook my head. Why does it matter if she sees? Why would you care what she thinks? You’re Sal the fucking Cacophony, aren’t you?

I was.

And I was about to prove it.

I could feel the gun’s eager heat before I even wrapped my fingers around his hilt. He all but sprang into my grip as I fished shells out of my satchel and flipped his chamber open. I had loaded three of them—Discordance, Hellfire, Hoarfrost: my favorites—when I felt the shock all but radiating off her face.

I glanced toward her. “What?”

“Who made those? The bullets.”

I had promised not to tell, but the guy had been a real asshole, so…

“A Dead Dog Buried on a Black Hill.”

“That guy?” She looked like I had just force-fed her grandmother her grandfather’s ashes. “His creations are… inelegant! Destructive! Devastating! And that… that thing is a menace.”

“Hence why I was planning to use it.”

“No. No, no, no. The future lies within that workshop, and it is exceedingly delicate. Just shooting off like a madwoman will ruin everything.” She sniffed. “Also, I could make them much better.”

The Cacophony burned in my hand, simmering with offense. I couldn’t help but agree—shooting off like a madwoman had solved plenty of my problems before.

“So what do you want me to do?” I asked.

“Can’t you do it quietly? Sneak in like a thief? Vagrants are good at that, aren’t they?”

“What about a rogue mage suggests thief?”

“I think I read that somewhere.” She glanced me over, settling on my tattoos. “You look like a thief, anyway.”

“Appearances are deceiving,” I grunted. “You don’t look like an ass, but there’s a lot of shit coming out of you right now.”

“Look, just…” She sighed. “Please, just try to minimize the damage.”

“Sure,” I said, slamming the cylinder shut and sheathing him. “I’ll try.”

“Good.” She sighed, body shrinking with relief. She peered out the window. “The guards are changing. Something’s happening. You’d better go now.”

You ever notice that it’s always the people who need help the most that are the pushiest?

I didn’t have time to take umbrage at her tone, though. Dawn was fast approaching, and with it Zanze’s death at someone else’s hands. I was in too much of a hurry to argue.

I stalked to the door and had just begun to push it open when I felt a small hand wrap around mine. I glanced over my shoulder, saw her holding on to me with one hand, the other rooting around inside a bag at her hip. She pulled free a thick scarf, plain red but for some illegible purple script written along the edges. Releasing me, she draped it across my neck and tucked it tight. The smell of flowers filled my nostrils.

She smiled at me softly. “For luck.”

I grunted, nodded my gratitude as I pushed my way out the door and into the street.

It’s not that I didn’t appreciate luck—I owed a few scars, a few drinks, and one very good night to it. But do this as long as I had, and you start to realize luck is no substitute for planning, experience, or grit.

And none of those are a substitute for a big fucking gun.

Don’t get me wrong, I’d said I’d try to do this carefully and I’d meant it. I just didn’t intend to try very hard, especially when time was of the essence. The Cacophony was still burning with indignation as I pulled him out, but I expected I’d soothe him soon.

The soldiers stationed at the workshop were listless, leaning heavily on their gunpikes as they smoked and muttered and joked with each other. Conscripts, I wagered, drafted into the Great General’s army when the Revolution took over their town. The promise of free meals and a pistol to the head was enough to keep them from deserting, but no reward or threat can make a true believer out of a drudge.

One shot from the Cacophony and the faithless would scatter. Two would take care of anyone who felt tested. I’d be in, out, and on my way to killing a man with only minimal trouble.

Or at least that was the plan.

The guards suddenly looked up as I approached, snapping to attention and raising their gunpikes. I cursed, ducking behind an abandoned wagon. Now was a real inconvenient time for them to grow a spine, but it wasn’t trouble I couldn’t handle.

“At attention, lads!” one of them barked. “The Relic Guard’s here!”

That, however, was.

A bird came loping into view, carrying a hulk of a man upon its back. The beast looked fit to collapse when he dismounted, his head almost as high as that of the seven-foot monster that had carried him here. He looked like he had been carved out of a rock by a mason who’d slapped a blue coat on him and called it a day once he vaguely resembled a man, his boots clacking across the stones as he approached his comrades.

“Sergeant Resolute!” one of the soldiers barked, approaching out of the crowd.

“Colonel wants a report.” Resolute’s voice was a stone rolling downhill to crush someone at the bottom. “So report.”

“Still searching, sir. But we’re—” The guard glanced toward his comrades, who had all taken several steps backward. He swallowed hard, looked back to Resolute. “The Colonel shall have his prize, sir. We’ll make it so.”

Resolute stared at him flatly for a moment before raising his nose in the air like a hound and taking a deep breath.

“Smoke,” he grunted, eyeing the stamped-out cigarillo butts on the floor.

“Er… yes, sir.” The guard coughed. “Some of the soldiers took a liberty while on break, waiting for the others to—”

“Laxity,” Resolute said.

“Uh… I suppose so, but if you read the Revolutionary Mandate, it allows for—”

Resolute didn’t seem like he read all that much. I don’t mean that he looked dumb because he was big. I mean that he crushed the guard’s skull.

The guard’s body stood on its feet, taking a good two seconds to realize that its head was currently a mess of pulp and shattered bone, before it slumped to the floor. Resolute stood over it, his massive arm extended and ending in a gauntlet the size of two men’s heads stacked together. The other soldiers visibly bit back the urge to scream as they watched their comrade’s blood drip off five plated fingers.

They knew better than to question a Relic Guard.

No one knew where they came from, the Relics. Even the Imperium’s finest mages were baffled by what precious few could be obtained. Only the men in the very tallest towers of the Revolution seemed to know how they worked.

To look at them, you’d swear they were impossible. At a glance they looked like stone, but they were… shaped all wrong. Woven, rather than carved, each finger of the gauntlet moving and trembling with a life all its own as Resolute clenched his hand into a fist. An ancient sound, stone groaning in a dying earth, punctuated each movement as he raised his hand in a salute.

“Ten thousand years, comrades.”

“Ten thousand years!” the soldiers barked hastily back.

This was not good.

I know that sounds like stating the obvious—after all, nothing got easier when a guy the size of a small mountain wearing gauntlets of living stone showed up—but to find a Relic here was beyond anything I’d planned for. Relics were items entrusted only to those whose loyalty was so assured it bordered on fanaticism, and the Relic Guards who carried them were summoned only in the direst of circumstances.

Circumstances wholly unwarranted by one Freemaker. No matter how troublesome she might be.

I wasn’t certain what Liette had done to be sent to the gallows. But if it was enough to warrant a Relic Guard’s presence, then it was something they wanted answered for.

And it meant I wouldn’t be going through the door. A gun—no matter how big and noisy it was—wasn’t going to scare the soldiers as much as a Relic Guard was.

“Quiet it is, then,” I sighed.

The Cacophony burned in indignant response, so hard I could feel it through his sheath. But I preferred a burn to getting my skull punched down into my belly, so I slipped out from behind the cart and into a nearby alley.

I made my way around, pushing through the garbage left behind the stores and ducking low beneath the windows. No one had left a light on, the citizenry afraid of attracting any attention from the hunt, but I didn’t need anyone noticing me. I crept up beneath the sill of the window of Liette’s workshop. The dim light of a lantern filtered through, the sound of voices drifted out through the thin walls.

“Books, books, books,” someone, a woman, sighed from inside. “Not even any trashy ones. Who the fuck did we piss off that we got assigned to sifting through someone’s library?”

“A Freemaker’s not going to leave her work just lying around,” another voice, male, replied. “Remember the Great General’s words. ‘That which corrupts most is buried deepest.’”

“That’s a good one,” the woman grunted. “My favorite, though, was ‘If you smell shit, you’re probably in it.’”

“I… don’t recall the Great General saying that.”

“If he ever got assigned to this chore, he would have.” The woman let out an angry snarl. “What the fuck’s she done that’s got the colonel so upset, anyway?”

“That knowledge is reserved for the higher-ups. Not for us to know.”

“So we’re not allowed to know what it is, but if we don’t find it, we’re dead.”

“Trust in the Revolution. It’ll deliver us from—”

“Unless it’ll deliver me from listening to you, I’m not interested.”

The male sighed. “I’ll search upstairs, then.”

A resigned grunt. The sound of steps ascending stairs. I wasn’t going to get a better chance than this.

I peered up, saw the back of a blue coat as the soldier rifled around in the darkness. I tried to push the window up—found it bolted shut. Out-fucking-standing. I know a Freemaker wouldn’t want anyone getting into their shop unannounced, but Liette wasn’t making it easy to do this quietly.

Just as well.

I wasn’t feeling patient, anyway.

I backed up as much as the alley would allow me. I slipped my sword into my hand and pulled the scarf up around my face. I took a deep breath, took a running start, and went for the direct route.

I burst through the window, landing hard on the floor and scrambling to my feet. The soldier looked up and, upon seeing the woman on the floor in front of her, dropped the book in her hand and started trying to pull a blade free from her belt.

I admit, even as I rushed toward her, I felt bad for her.

Assigned to a job she didn’t want with a comrade she hated, searching through a library without any trashy books, for a colonel who didn’t appreciate her…

And now she had a sword in her neck.

Her mouth hung open, fumbling for words to express her shock. All that came out, though, was a small river of red. The light left her eyes before surprise did, and she slumped to the floor as soon as I pulled my sword free. I whirled toward the stairs, ready to face the other one, who had surely heard the noise.

But they stood empty.

I listened for footsteps hurrying above, but heard nothing. I couldn’t help but grin. I guessed it figured that a Freemaker would soundproof her workshop—no need for neighbors to come asking after the explosions, after all. How she did it, I didn’t particularly care.

Nor did I see what, exactly, she was so worried about me wrecking while I was in here.

Her entire downstairs looked like a dog lived there. An extremely literate dog, granted. Books were littered, in various stages of read, about a modest downstairs otherwise bereft of furnishings beyond a hearth, a small table and a teapot. Not that I had anything against books—though I already knew there was nothing trashy in here, so I wasn’t about to go looking—but I didn’t see what the fuss was about.

I had no sooner taken ten steps upstairs than my nose scrunched up under the assault of a noxious reek of ancient paper, old ink, and… what was that? Blood? Shit? What the fuck was she doing in here? I emerged in a dark room and the stink became so overwhelming that I had to lean against the wall.

And as soon as I did, the light emerged.

Beneath my hand a sigil sprang to faintly glowing life. I squinted at it—I didn’t know the sigil, but I knew its purpose. I ran my fingers along the wall and a dozen more lit up in response to my touch. I tapped one and it made not a sound.

And just like that, I knew how she had made her house silent.

By the dim light I found an alchemical globe. I flicked its switch and it sputtered to life, a flameless glow lighting up and bathing the room in bright light.

A menagerie of glass and brass greeted me. Beakers, bottles, and alchemical apparatuses were spread across multiple tables, boiling chemicals and substances I didn’t know the names of. Papers, parchments, and discarded tomes lay alongside inkwells and quills. Weapons—swords, daggers, axe-heads—lay neatly arranged on one table, various sigils painted across their surfaces.

And now I knew why they had gone to so much trouble just to kill one tiny, bookish girl.

Liette wasn’t just a Freemaker. A Freemaker justified nothing more than a noose or an axe.

Only for a Spellwright would they bring out the big steel.

The processes behind the art are known only to them, but a wright can use their talents to simply convince an object that it’s something else. An ironwritten cloak is strong as steel, a flamewritten blade erupts into fire on command, and a rustwritten brand turns a steel door to splinters in a few days.

A Freemaker, given time and money, can create a truly devastating weapon of war. A Spellwright, with a bottle of ink and a quill, can change the laws of nature.

The art was rare inside the Imperium and forbidden outside it. The Revolution didn’t care for weapons that could challenge their Relics, either. So yeah, I suspected both sides had good reason to want her dead.

And I had good reason to have nothing to do with her once this was over, if I was smart.

But if I was smart, I probably wouldn’t have gotten involved to begin with. And since I was here, I couldn’t leave without getting what I had come for.

The walls were littered with pinned diagrams and ciphers that hurt my eyes just to look at—the very language of wrights was painful. But wedged between an illustration of various sigils and what I assumed was step-by-step instructions for making a man explode with three letters, I saw it: a framed portrait of a rolling landscape on a cloudy day.

Perfectly tasteful.

And yet when I removed the painting, only bare wall greeted me. I ran my hands over it—no hidden compartments, no latches, nothing. I squinted. Was this some kind of wright trick? One of those magic doors where you have to answer a riddle or some birdshit like that? I couldn’t tell by looking at it. It was incredibly difficult to see with the shadow looming over me.

I blinked.

Oh, right. There were two.

“Ten thousand years,” someone growled behind me.

I whirled around, my hand going for my blade. But the soldier’s hand was faster, and his sword was already out. His forearm caught me by the throat, slamming me against the table, as his sword went high.

He brought it down in a savage chop, nicking my collarbone as I caught him by the wrist with my sword hand. I could feel the force behind his arm, as surely as I felt the anger pouring out of his scowl—he had thirty pounds on me and whatever Revolutionary zeal powers these lunatics behind his blow. I couldn’t hope to hold his sword back for long, let alone push back against him.

I tried to twist away, but he moved with me, smashing me up against a wall beside another table. I felt splinters bite into my back, I felt the rage hot on his breath, and I felt my arm beginning to weaken.

“You,” he snarled. “I know your name, Vagrant. You masquerade your crimes as righteous vengeance. You are but one more devourer of the weak, same as the rest of your crooked kin.” He slammed my head against the wall. My vision darkened. “The Revolution will protect this city, and all others, from you.”

That was a fairly hefty charge against me. I’d have been happy to dispute it, but it was hard to do that with his arm pressing on my windpipe.

My arm weakened, his blade pressing against my shoulder, drawing blood. My breath was trapped beneath his arm, vision going dark. With a shaking hand, I groped around the table, searching for a beaker, a vial, anything to smash against his head.

Numb fingers wrapped around a hilt. Without thinking, I grabbed it. And I plunged the blade into his side.

He roared in pain, grip loosening just enough for me to slip out. I scrambled away from him, gasping for air as I fumbled for my sword. When I whirled around, he was wincing, pulling a dagger out of his side.

“You fight with the same lack of honor that you live,” he snarled. He held the dagger up. “No crude steel can diminish the fire of the Revolution, nor silence the glorious voice of—”

A sharp whistling sound filled the air. The blade in his hand began smoking. He blinked, staring at it for a moment as the sigils emblazoned across it began to glow dimly, then brightly, then red hot.

We both realized what was happening around the same time. I was just quicker.

I leapt beneath a table as he let out a curse and tried to drop the blade.

There was the sound of a small explosion. The table and walls shuddered as fragments of steel punched into the wood. A shard of metal impaled itself in the floor just beside me, barely an inch away from my side. I heard an agonized groan, the splatter of something hitting the floor.

When I crawled out from beneath the table, the fire was gone from the soldier’s eyes. And the blood was gone from his belly.

He clutched his stomach, or rather the four holes in his stomach where metal shards had punched through. He looked at me almost pleadingly, all the fervor and fire bleeding out of his eyes to pool on the floor with the rest of him. He mouthed a soundless cry for help from the criminal he had just tried to kill before he collapsed to the floor.

I’ve known a lot of people of faith—faith in gods, faith in causes, faith in arms.

But when you take your seat at the black table, faith’s just one more thing you leave behind along with a cold body.

And, in this guy’s case, a satchel.

It wasn’t a military-issued one, draped around his shoulder. And, as I carefully lifted it from his corpse and wiped his blood from its strap, I could see why. Inside was a carefully wrapped book, along with a few flasks and a small pouch of coins.

This couldn’t have been what Liette wanted, could it?

I unwrapped the book and thumbed through it. I didn’t recognize the writing, but the sigils were a wright’s handiwork. It had to be hers.

My eyes caught something as I flipped through the pages and came to rest on a pages-long diagram of a disturbingly detailed corpse, its flesh inscribed with various sigils. My blood ran cold.

She wasn’t just a Freemaker, nor just a Spellwright. Liette, that sweet little maniac that everyone wanted to kill, knew how to corpsewright.

Spellwrighting isn’t just limited to making swords sharper or cloaks harder. Dead flesh, too, can be convinced that it’s still alive, to labor without toil, to fight without fear.

The Imperials had never thought it much of a problem. The Revolution, however, did. Usually because it was their flesh that wound up being animated after their death.

As for me?

My hand drifted unconsciously to a scar upon my belly, traced it down to my hip.

I had issues with people doing things to bodies that weren’t theirs.

I’m sure she had a good reason. I’m sure she thought she did, anyway. And I’m sure that if I’d decided to listen, she could be awfully persuasive. But I wasn’t going to listen. To her explanation or anything else.

I picked up the flasks, pocketed them in my own pouch. If this was what she needed to make something explode, I’d figure it out on my own. She could have the journal and the money, and once I had given them over, she could fuck off.

The soldier wasn’t wrong. I was a Vagrant. I was a criminal. I had ruined lives.

But I had limits.

I shouldered the satchel, sheathed my sword and walked out, wearier and bloodier than I had walked in, to the hall of the workshop. I had taken longer than I wanted—longer than I would have had I just broken out the Cacophony and started shooting, anyway—but I comforted myself with the knowledge that at least no one would have heard the scuffle. I could get out before the Revolution noticed two dead comrades.

But comfort in the Scar tends to be a scarce and short-lived thing.

“Vagrant dog.”

Particularly for someone like me.

“Retribution has come.”

Particularly when the floor starts cracking.

The entire house shook with the force of a great blow. A tremendous gash spiderwebbed across the floorboards. I stepped back, reaching for my blade. Another blow struck. The gash grew wider. I drew my blade.

Five tremendous fingers burst through the floor. They flexed, the sound of stone muttering accompanying the wail of wood breaking as those fingers sank into the floor, clenched.

And pulled.

My cry was lost in the groan of earth and the crack of timber as I plummeted through the floor. I landed on my ass in a cloud of dust and fluttering papers, books and inkwells and clouds of alchemic smoke falling like snow. And at the center of it all loomed a colossal lump of stone pretending to be a soldier.

Resolute stared down at me without hatred or scorn, nor with any emotion on his craggy face. It was as though I were just some kind of gnat that had gotten in his way.

And stolen the objects he was looking for.

And killed his comrades.

So I wasn’t really surprised that he tried to kill me, emotionless or not.

His brought both fists up and sent them smashing down upon me, stone groaning as they did. I narrowly managed to scramble away, barely staggering to my feet before the shock wave sent me sprawling back down. I tried crawling away, my heart hammering in my chest, my breath rasping in my lungs. And above every ache and pain and fear coursing through my body, I could feel his stride, the floor shaking under every step he took toward me.

Not good.

Not fucking good.

My sword hadn’t even cut it against a really angry regular soldier. Against a Relic Guard, I was helpless. If I ran, he’d catch me. If I fought, he’d kill me. I had only one option.

And he was burning angrily on my hip.

I scrambled onto my ass, pulling the Cacophony free as I did. His seething giddiness seared my hand as I drew him on Resolute, a foe finally worthy of facing him. He forgave me, I could feel, for all the times I’d denied him. I didn’t give a shit.

I pulled the trigger.

And Discordance shrieked out.

The shell hit him with a burst of sound, an angry wail that fanned out in an explosion of noise. Books were shredded, windows were shattered, stray timbers were torn from their floors and ceilings—the sound struck so swiftly that the blast even hurled me away, sending me rolling across the floor to slam against the wall, just one more piece of debris in the blast.

The wind was knocked out of me. Blood wept down my neck. I scrambled to find my breath and my senses as I slowly staggered to my feet. The Cacophony usually shaped the magic better than that. He must have been excited. But it was fine. I could take it, so long as the shell had taken care of Resolute.

And it had.

Sort of.

When I got to my feet, Resolute no longer stared at me with detached impassiveness. Now, standing with his gauntlets crossed protectively in front of him and his uniform shredded by the blast, he looked slightly annoyed with me.

I watched him stand, unfazed, and whispered a word.

“Fuck.”

Then I screamed it. But you wouldn’t have been able to hear it over the sound of his thunderous stride as he came charging toward me.

“TEN THOUSAND YEARS!”

His bellow was as loud as the sound of his fist crashing through the wall, wood and glass shattering and raining down on me as I ducked.

And I looked up just in time to see his other hand crashing into my chest.

All five fingers hit me in a savage backhand, sending me flying across the room. I could feel the grip of gravity, the ground beneath leaving me as my body arced into the air and then rising up to meet me as I plummeted. And in that peculiar span of time that stretched into eternity, I had the presence of mind to realize I was dead.

I could feel nothing of my body. Not the blood in my veins or the breath in my lungs. And when I struck the floor, I expected to feel nothing but cold seeping through my body as every light inside me went dark.

I hadn’t expected it to end like this.

I hadn’t expected to go before I could finish my list.

And I hadn’t expected it to hurt so much when I landed.

But when I skidded across the shards of glass and wood and felt blood spread across my body in a dozen cuts, it hurt. My blood seeped out warm. My body screamed out in pain. But it still screamed.

I was alive.

I didn’t know how. I didn’t know why. Not until I saw a faint glow emanating from my scarf. I held it out before me, watching the writing across it glow a bright purple and then fizzle out.

Fuck me, I thought. It’s luckwritten.

I glanced back at Resolute, who seemed as surprised as I was to see me alive. And, just as quickly, he came to the same realization I had. Luckwritten magic would protect me from a blow like that just once until could recharge. In hours. Now I was at his mercy. And I was running.

The Cacophony was seething, positively thrilled, begging me to unleash him. His joy turned to anger, burning me as I bolted for the door. But I didn’t give a shit. A burn could only hurt me. A blow from a pair of Relic gauntlets would turn me to a small puddle of red goo.

A hurled bookshelf, though, would just fuck me up.

I glanced over my shoulder just in time to see him pry one out of the walls, lifting it over his head like it was just a toy. I glanced back at the door just in time to see it swing open, a handful of Revolutionaries standing, armed and agog, pushing their way in.

“Wait.” The one in the lead—a handsome young lady with a very large gunpike—squinted at me. “Are you—”

I was.

But I didn’t have time to tell her that.

The bookshelf sailed over my head as I fell to the floor. There was a scream and a spray of splinters as the shelf smashed through the woman, and the man behind her, and the man behind him, to wedge itself in the door.

I was trapped.

“Fuck, fuck.”

I whirled, drew the Cacophony on Resolute. Squeezed the trigger. He saw me, raised both hands, stone fingers spread wide. The shell struck him square in the palm.

Hellfire roared to laughing, burning life, a red blossom that spread out to swallow wood and paper alike. I grinned. A blade might not stop him. A spell might only annoy him. But fire doesn’t give a shit who it eats—everyone burns. And however strong those Relics had made Resolute, they hadn’t made him fireproof.

… Or… had they?

I didn’t know much about how the Relics worked. No one did, outside the Revolution. So I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised when Resolute’s fingers shut tight, smothering the flames into a few pathetic trails of smoke whimpering out from his gauntlets.

But I still was.

“Fuck, fuck, FUCK.”

He began lumbering toward me. Singed, shredded, annoyed, but otherwise unharmed. I backed away, searching for a way out. The windows had been shattered, there were more than a few holes in the walls, but there was a colossal stone of a man between me and any of them.

I raised the Cacophony at him. He spread his arms out wide, as if welcoming the shot. Why wouldn’t he? My two best spells hadn’t done shit to him. I didn’t doubt that he could take Hoarfrost square in the face and emerge from it just a little chilled.

Only shot I had left. I had to make it count. Act like I’d shoot low, then put it straight in his fucking face. I waited for him to get a little closer, ready to fire.

I wasn’t ready for him to stop.

But he did, his body jerking with a grunt like he had just been stung by a bug. As I followed his gaze down to his leg, I could see that it wasn’t a bug, but a six-inch dagger stuck into his thigh.

He stared at it, puzzled by this tiny thing that thought it could hurt him.

Then it started to glow.

He let out a roar as the magic burst to life, electricity bursting out of the blade in yellow arcs of light. His leg went out from under him, and he fell to one knee as the electricity rendered him numb. And behind him I could see a slight wisp of a woman, clutching another blade.

Liette hastily scrawled a crude set of sigils across another dagger with a quill, glancing up furtively as Resolute fell to his hands. His roar became an agonized howl as she plunged it into his shoulder. Across his skin, veins grew bright red beneath his flesh, steam rising from them. He shrieked, hand rising to pry the dagger out as Liette darted away.

But I saw he wasn’t reaching for the dagger.

He caught her ankle, one tremendous finger wrapping around her foot to try to drag her toward him.

It would have been wiser for me to run while he was distracted. I was done with her, after all. And it would have saved me a lot of trouble.

But in all the years that followed this night, there would be tales of how Sal the Cacophony had been brave and relentless and fought a Relic Guard to a standstill.

Never once would anyone say Sal the Cacophony was wise.

I rushed toward him, picking up my stray blade as I did. I aimed the Cacophony at his free hand, resting on the floor. I pulled the trigger and Hoarfrost screamed out in a blue flash. The shell struck his fingers, ice blossoming across the gauntlet and onto the floor. He lunged back to pull Liette toward him, found his hand trapped against the floor. He growled as she pulled away, looked down at this latest nuisance holding him immobile, then up at the woman who had caused it.

And then he saw my blade.

His body jerked. His limbs stiffened. His eyes, for the first time since I had seen him, betrayed an emotion. Surprise, maybe. Or shock.

Or whatever it was a man felt once a sword was jammed halfway up through his chin.

I pulled the sword free. He spilled out onto the floor in a grotesque spatter, blood steaming on Hoarfrost’s ice. His body, and the steel wedged inside him, slumped over and did not rise.

I had enough breath left in me to look over his body and stare at Liette and rasp between breaths.

“What the fuck did you do?”

And my body, finally free enough from danger to feel all the pain I had put it through, collapsed.







FIVE

I don’t know how long I lay there. But it wasn’t long enough. Because when I felt a pair of hands on my cheeks and opened my eyes to a dark-brown stare furrowed in concern behind a pair of giant glasses, I was still extremely pissed off.

“Don’t move yet,” Liette whispered to me. “I’m taking stock of your injuries.”

“I’m fine,” I grunted.

“It is impossible to be ‘fine’ after taking a blow from a Relic.” Her eyes lingered upon my chest, which I could now feel a colossal bruise blossoming across. She winced. “Does it hurt?”

“No,” I replied. “It feels amazing. I love getting hit with a gauntlet the size of my fucking head. Really makes me appreciate the simple things in life, such as not getting hit with a gauntlet the size of my fucking head.”

Liette adjusted her glasses. “Your mental faculties seem intact, at least.”

“Thanks to this.” I fingered the cloth of the scarf. “This thing is luckwritten.”

“Yes. I said it was for luck, didn’t I?”

“I thought you were just wishing me good luck.”

Liette looked at me like I had a drawing of a cock on my forehead.

“I fail to see how sending you in armed only with platitudes would have benefited either you or me.”

“Yeah, no, good thing.” I forced a grunt through clenched teeth as I pushed my aching body to its feet. “Otherwise I might have gotten nearly killed by a guy with giant fists made of rock.”

I surveyed the carnage surrounding me. I couldn’t have been out for long. A dark night still hung over the ruin, Resolute’s cold corpse a hulking shadow. The workshop stood as a graveyard, to men, to books, to everything but me.

Which, weird as it sounds to say, struck me as odd.

Through the gaping holes in the wall, I saw a street empty of soldiers and their guns. “There should have been reinforcements by now.”

“Some of them fled earlier,” Liette replied. “They were following the sound of a siren. I doubted it was good. But then, I also doubted there was much I could do about it.”

“So we’re alone?”

“For the moment, that is correct.”

“Good, good.” I closed my eyes, drew in a deep breath, then opened them along with my mouth and screamed. “So why the fuck didn’t you tell me you were a wright?”

Her eyes widened behind her glasses. I could see them darting around, as if trying to search the rubble for an answer. Eventually she settled on looking away.

“It wasn’t relevant.”

“Right.” I rolled an ache out of my shoulder. “It’s not relevant that you know an art that the Imperium considers sacred and the Revolution considers blasphemy. I mean, it might have helped explain the extent to which they’d both go to kill you. But don’t worry.” I gestured at the blood weeping down my body. “I fucking figured it out.”

“It wasn’t relevant and still isn’t,” she replied, voice calm and measured, “because it changes nothing regarding our own relationship. There was no reason to inform you otherwise.”

“Fuck me, but that’s a lot of words to say, ‘I’m full of shit.’ Did you learn that from your books or were you just born gifted?”

“If you bothered to read more, you’d have more words to express yourself than vulgarities.” She regarded the destroyed remains of a tome blowing on a breeze with keen distaste. “I’d offer you a book, but, you know, you destroyed all of them, despite me asking you not to.”

“Well, I was doing my best, but then, wouldn’t you know it, a bunch of people tried to fucking kill me.” I waved a hand at the ruin. “They’re just books, anyway.”

Her eyes widened and her body stiffened up in a way that suggested she was about to either die from shock or stab me.

“Given the contrasting natures of our… professions, I am going to choose to forgive that statement,” she replied, terse. “And regardless of what I can or cannot do, our objective remains the same. You cannot liberate Talmin without me, nor can I do it without you.”

“Oh, you don’t need me.” I reached into the satchel I had looted and pulled her journal free and shook it at her like a weapon. “You can just pilfer up some help from the local graveyard, can’t you?”

She stared at me, trembling. “What are you implying?”

“It’s not an implication.” I hurled the journal at her. “You’re a fucking corpsewright, too.”

She screamed, reaching out to catch the journal like I had just tossed a baby. She fumbled with it, clasped it to her chest, and looked at me, horror battling anger on her face.

Anger won.

“Don’t speak of what you don’t understand.”

Decisively.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I replied. “I’m sure you’re animating dead flesh for entirely wholesome reasons. What are they, anyway? Labor? Slaves? Fighting?”

“I have nothing to explain to you.” She managed to keep a cold composure for precisely six seconds. “But I’m going to, anyway. It’s dead matter. Bereft of life or value beyond what I can do with it. And with it, I can do a lot. I can push our understanding of—”

“It’s a body,” I replied. “It’s a person. It’s someone’s husband, wife, son, their fucking dog, I don’t care. You can’t fucking take the dead like that.”

“But you can make them, right?” She gestured around the carnage with one hand. “You can kill whoever you like and it’s just fine, isn’t it?”

“The Scar’s a hard place. Killing to survive is—”

“Oh? And were you just trying to survive when you shot that… that thing”—she gestured to the Cacophony—“into the crowd at the scaffold?”

“The what?”

“The fucking gallows! You wouldn’t expect a child to believe a weapon like that hasn’t claimed people who didn’t deserve it, let alone me. Or are only your causes so noble? Was it just worth it to save me?”

You hear tales of Freemakers. Some people call them mad inventors who push boundaries that were never meant to be pushed, others say they’re reclusive geniuses who could save the world if they released even a fraction of their knowledge, and more people say they’re just assholes out for money like every other asshole in the Scar.

There are no tales that say they’re small women who can see you with eyes that big and look as hurt as she did when she looked at me.

“Was it to save me?” she asked.

I couldn’t tell you why her voice hurt to hear.

I was Sal the Cacophony. Vagrant. Murderer. Wielder of the Intrusive Thought, bearer of the Bad Omen. The gun and I were the same, a weapon of noise and fire and brass that carved our way through the Scar and left behind corpses and people cursing our names. At the sight of my scars, my tattoos, my very footsteps, people ran.

But she hadn’t.

And when she looked at me, she didn’t look at my scars. Or my gun. She looked at me. Sal. Just Sal.

And I couldn’t tell you why that hurt worse.

I had only two reactions to that kind of pain. And since I couldn’t turn my gun on her, I did the only other thing I knew how to do. I pulled my scarf up around my face. I stared at her for one more second.

Then I turned around and began to walk away.

She didn’t call after me. Nor curse my name. Nor shriek or weep or anything else. Everything we needed to say, the silence said for us. And it settled over that cold carnage like a layer of dust on an antique.

So it was, with perfect clarity, that I heard the street begin to shake.

I froze. The sound of earth groaning filled my ears and my bones alike, sending them rattling inside me. A creaking scream of metal followed, a tinny tortured shriek that fought to be heard over the stones.

I looked up and saw something at the other end of the street, a shadowed crown passing over the roofs of houses. One by one, what few lights remained in the city flickered out in shaking windows as something colossal came rolling around the corner on metal wheels.

Relics aren’t just weapons. Things like gauntlets and guns are positively pedestrian in comparison to the potential of the Revolutionary engines. How they work is even more mysterious, but it’s what they can do that’s terrifying. A single Relic engine can keep a township lit up for a hundred years, or power a device that can swallow a river whole, or… 

“Gaze upon the face of your retribution and tremble, swine!”

Or it can make just a really big, fuck-off gun.

To look at it, you’d call it a tower: carved stone bricks seated atop a base of metal wheels, rock and iron alike groaning with effort as it rumbled forward. The barrel of a massive cannon thrust out of its face like an odious nose. Upon platforms rigged to its side, Revolutionary soldiers clung, gunpikes in hand. And from atop its battlements, the sneering face of Colonel Tatha scowled down upon me.

The Revolution called these things Relentless Marchers of the Inevitable Realization of Futility.

Since that was too much to say while screaming, most people just called them Marchers.

“For your heedless crimes against the Glorious Revolution of the Fist and Flame and the natural order it protects, we hereby sentence you, Freemaker, to a swift end.” Tatha’s bellows were punctuated by swipes of his sword. “May your end illuminate the grisly fate that awaits all who betray the Revolution.”

I stared up, wide-eyed, at the tower. Then I looked back to Liette and screamed.

“WHAT THE FUCK DID YOU DO?”

She didn’t answer me. She wasn’t looking at me. She was staring up, mouth agape and eyes unblinking at the sheer dedication someone was trying to kill her with. She wasn’t moving as the tower groaned, rotating toward her. She wasn’t moving as the cannon lowered its iron scowl upon her. She wasn’t moving as… 

Fuck me, I thought. She’s not moving.

I ran toward her without realizing it. I grabbed her hand without thinking. I pulled her into a dead sprint without quite knowing why.

I’d think of a good reason once I wasn’t about to be shot at by a giant fucking weapon that shouldn’t exist.

“FIRE!”

Tatha screamed.

The tower answered in a rising hiss of flame.

The cannon erupted in a flash of light that lit up the night. A severium charge flew out, striking the grisly remains of the workshop and drowning it in flame. Corpses, books, metal, and more were swallowed in the blaze, the inks and alchemics left behind spewing brightly colored flashes and smokes into the night.

The shock of the strike swept out over us, knocking us to our hands and knees. I lingered there, trying to figure out whether to find my footing or my breath first, when I felt small hands on my arm.

Wordlessly she pulled me to my feet. She took my hand in hers. She looked at me again.

And we kept running.

The Marcher came rumbling after us, shaking the earth and threatening to knock us off our feet. And despite how hard we ran, I could feel its inevitable lumbering toward us. It was slower than us, but it was also powered by an arcane engine.

So, you know… things weren’t great.

Even now I could hear Revolutionaries crying out orders as the firing team behind the cannon started reloading it. Gunpikes cracked behind us, sending shots out from the tower to strike the earth and kick up clouds of splintered stone. I could almost feel the tremble of Tatha’s lips as he got ready to scream the order.

There was only so much I could do against that, of course. Even the Cacophony was no match for a Marcher.

But he’d be insulted if I didn’t at least try.

I whirled, the Cacophony leaping into my hand. In short order, I fished a shell out and slammed it into his cylinder. I aimed up at the cannon as the cannon aimed down at me.

“What are you doing?” Liette screamed to be heard over the roar of the engine. “We have to run!”

I shut her out. I closed one eye. I held the gun in both hands, his hilt boiling in my grip. I waited for him to tell me when.

“FIRE!” Tatha screamed.

“SAL!” Liette shouted.

I didn’t hear either of them. I simply heard a single burning whisper.

Now.

I squeezed the trigger.

The shell shot out, past the cannon and into the tower.

And Hellfire exploded.

A dragon with too many mouths, sheets of flame came erupting out of the tower’s slits, the cannon’s opening, the very cracks in the stone. The firing crew inside and their screams were swallowed by the laughter of flame.

The cannon’s barrel fell, drooped down toward the street.

I spared myself a smile.

And then I heard the cannon. Still hissing.

No words. No curses. No time to do anything but turn around. I seized her with both my arms. I leapt forward. I landed, her beneath me, my back to the cannon. And I didn’t know why.

Just romantic, I guess.

The cannon exploded. I felt the light hot on my back. I felt the rush of air being swallowed up in a burst of flame. I felt the pulverized stones and wood and glass raking against my back as they were swept away by the force of the blast. Just as I felt us carried away, too.

I hit the earth hard. Harder than I’d thought I could.

And I fell into somewhere dark.

Breath came back to me first, crawling into my lungs after having been blasted out. Sensation followed, the feel of my cuts and aches protesting as my body was dragged across the street. Vision came last, showing me a half-blind scene of a still and dark tower.

Tatha was at the top, screaming things I couldn’t understand. Revolutionaries scrambled around the tower, a new firing team swarming in. The cannon began to groan to life as they aimed it toward us again.

Liette was behind me, grunting with the effort of dragging me across the street. I’d have gotten up, but my legs didn’t work. I’d have apologized, but I couldn’t feel my lips. The only part of me with any life was the hand that held him by his burning hilt.

The Cacophony wouldn’t let go.

And it was him who told me what to do.

I fumbled with numb fingers in my satchel. Money and trinkets came spilling out as I found the shell. Bloodless hands loaded it into his chamber, raised it high, aimed it.

The cannon began to hiss as it prepared to fire. Tatha raised his sword above his head. He let out a cry I couldn’t hear. But I knew what he had just said.

I fired first.

Hoarfrost streaked across the sky. It struck the cannon’s maw in a flash of bright blue. Ice blossomed in an instant, fingers of cold reaching out to cover the cannon’s gaping hole in a thick sheet of ice. By its blue light, I saw realization dawn on the Revolutionaries’ faces as they cried to the firing crew not to shoot.

But I guess they couldn’t hear, either.

The cannon fired.

And everything went to hell.

Trapped behind the ice, the severium charge exploded in the cannon. Its barrel warped and blew out, an explosion tearing it apart. First the metal. Then the flesh. Then the stone.

In a shower of rock and bodies, the tower erupted. A gaping crown of smoke stood where the cannon had been as the ruins of the tower fell from the heavens. It punched through roofs, through windows, through the very street. People who had been watching screamed. I could see their mouths moving, even if I couldn’t hear their cries.

By this time tomorrow, they’d be telling the tale of how Sal the Cacophony blew apart the Revolution’s greatest weapon. It would be one hell of a story.

It’d be nice if I lived to hear it. But if not, that was fine, too.

My breath left me. My vision went dark. The sensation ebbed out of my body and left me numb, with no other feeling than the burning in my hand. I went back to a cold, dark place I’d been too many times.

And through it all, he still did not let go.







SIX

When I dream, I dream of blades.

Sometimes in forests of reaching, jagged tips. Sometimes in fields of glistening steel. Sometimes just one single edge catching the very last light in a dark and dismal place. Sometimes they’re in my hands, sometimes they’re in his…

But whenever I dream of blades, I dream of him.

And he was there this time.

He was a blade himself: long and slender and honed and polished. His features were sharp, his black hair swept back and clean, his clothes wrapped around him like leather on a hilt. The only soft part of him was his eyes as he looked at me, both of us walking down a street I didn’t recognize, hand in hand.

“Trust me,” he whispered.

And I did. As he took me down another street. As he took me somewhere darker. As he took me into a place with thirty-three pairs of eyes, thirty-three blades clenched in hands, all of them meant for me.

I felt them pierce me, those blades. They tore my skin open, made me spatter onto the floor. One was his. One was Vraki’s. One was Galta’s. One was Zanze’s.

I fell onto a cold stone. I stared up into the darkness. It vanished in an explosion of light. Something bright tore itself out of me, out of all the cuts and wounds littering my body, and rose above me. I reached out with trembling fingers, trying to grab it, to pull it back inside me. But it disappeared. And I was left with those wounds.

My body was left limp, lifeless, lightless. The darkness closed in around me. One by one I saw the eyes vanish. I saw the blades disappear. And before the darkness swept over me, I saw a smile.

As Zanze’s face split open in a broad grin.

As someone whispered to me.

“I’m sorry.”

I awoke with a burning breath that tore my lungs as I drank it in.

But I awoke. I was alive.

And I told myself that, over and over, with every breath that came a little cleaner.

I’m alive. I placed a hand against my chest, feeling the breath inside me. I’m alive. I’m still here. My blood is still inside me. My hand came back warm and sticky. Mostly, anyway.

The bandage had been shoddily applied, the cut across my chest hastily cleaned. But I suppose I couldn’t blame whoever had done it.

There had been, after all, a lot to clean up.

The smaller cuts and scrapes had been cleaned and left bare, bright-red punctuations across my body. The larger gashes had been wrapped as best they could. But I gathered from how the bandages had been applied—and from how much pain crept up on me now that I was awake—that whoever had done them had done so in a hurry.

Everything except the sigil.

I felt it like a knife wedged into my chest, every curl and point of ink applied with all the painstaking precision that the dressings hadn’t been. It sat, emblazoned on my chest and glowing with a faint light, the ink feeling like a lead weight.

I growled, wiping it away. The pain that had been creeping up on me now came flooding back, every aching bone and bleeding cut that had been silenced now free to complain. I gripped the edge of the table, clenching my teeth until the pain faded.

Once I was sure I wouldn’t go blind from agony, I looked around for who to thank for this horror.

I found a corpse.

My eyes adjusted to the dim light of a candle that burned blue in the corner. I was in a cramped box masquerading as a room, the ceiling a scant two feet above my head as I sat up on a table. Papers, quills, puddles of inks and alchemics littered the floor around me, shoved off and left to pool on the floor in an ugly brown mixture.

Some of that might have also been my blood, considering how many dirty cloths and stray bandages littered the floor.

Still, I was at least in better shape than the other guy.

He lay, cold and still, upon the table next to mine. While he showed some evidence of decay in the paling of his skin and the black map of veins across his flesh, he was still fresh enough for me to know he was a he. And a young he, at that—the rot hadn’t yet taken his youthful features or lean body. There was plenty of still-firm flesh.

And every inch of it bore ink.

Running up and down his arms, his torso, his legs. Across his brow and nose and lips. Sigils that hurt my eyes to see had been scrawled across in painstaking detail, not a corner or curl out of place. I’d seen a lot of bodies in my time, and this was the first I felt like turning away from. But I couldn’t afford to look away.

Not while he was twitching like that.

I had thought he was dead. And yet he moved. Muscles twitched under his inked skin. His fingers curled, his toes trembled. His eyelids fluttered, like they might come open at any moment.

And yet…

Without realizing it, my hand reached out and brushed against his cheek.

And he came back to life.

I leapt backward, reaching for a sword that wasn’t there. But he didn’t make a move toward me. He simply shot up on the table, his eyes snapping open to reveal pale pools and his mouth twisted into a smile that was too wide.

“Hello, Mother,” he said with a voice from a dark and breathless place. “The battle goes well, I am pleased to report. This ‘Revolution’ is but peasants playing, playing, playing…” He blinked. One eye. Then the other. “For the Imperium, I shall rout them. For you, I shall… I shall…”

His voice trailed off, his eyes staring at something I couldn’t see. His mouth hung open, lips forming mechanically around words without sound. He didn’t look at me, didn’t speak to me, didn’t realize where he was.

And how could he?

He was extremely dead.

Fucking corpsewrighting.

I don’t blink away from corpses. I’ve made too many to do that. I can’t even say that every body I’ve put in the ground deserved it. But once they’ve gone, I’ve let them stay gone.

You come into this world with nothing. You’re torn into a place that doesn’t need you, doesn’t want you, doesn’t care how you go. And when you’re gone, it takes everything you’ve earned.

Everything but your name.

The people who whisper it, the tears that are shed over it, the scars it carves across the world—that’s all you get to keep when you go. And that’s how it should end.

To come back corpsewritten, as plodding labor or servant, that’s your name. But that’s not you.

Over the protests of my aching body, I hurried out the door of the room. A black hallway stretched out in front of me, lit by the blue light of a single ever-burning candle. I walked over dark stains splattered on the floor, some still wet. My blood, I imagined, leading to a door whose seven locks now hung loose and open.

I pushed it open into a room that was slightly nicer, if only because of the lack of a corpse inside it.

I noticed my clothes—my vest, trousers, shirt and boots—scattered in a heap over my sword and belt. A plate of food lingered upon a table, heaped next to other half-eaten dishes and half-full glasses of water. A table loomed at the center of the room.

The rest of it had been claimed by paper.

Books were scattered in various spots. All opened to various pages. Diagrams were pinned to the walls, to the ceiling, illustrating the corpse I had just seen back there. Sigils patterned the paper in various half-finished formulae, some of them angrily crossed off with black ink. Scalpels, quills, inkwells, and small saws adorned the rest of the room, an infirmary of metal and paper for a patient who was never going to get better.

Amid the towering stacks of books and heaps of metal, I almost didn’t notice the small girl at the center of it. I wouldn’t have, truly, if she hadn’t immediately popped up at the sight of me emerging from the hallway.

“You’re alive!” Liette smothered her cry with her hands. “I mean… not that I didn’t expect you to be. The sigil, I was fairly certain, would do its job to stabilize you and—”

“This is your work, then,” I muttered, gesturing to the smeared ink on my chest.

“Well, it was.” Liette adjusted her glasses, frowning. “Really, ruining it like that seems unnecessary. I worked rather hard on that sigil.”

“Swords get written, scarves get written,” I muttered, “capes and wands and boots and cloaks get written…”

“Normally, yes. But the principle behind it is the same as—”

“Not. People.”

My words came punctuated by my fist pounding against the door frame. A nearby stack of books began to tilt. Liette screamed—louder than she had when I had emerged—and rushed to prop it up. Once it was out of danger, she sighed and forced her words from clenched teeth.

“I acknowledge that the risks inherent in wrighting on human flesh are great,” she said, each word deliberate. “But I’ve researched the topic enough to be comfortable in my mastery of it, and my skill is unsurpassed amongst wrights.”

“And have you tried it before?”

She paused. “I haven’t.”

“But you thought you could just do that to me? Without asking? Without me knowing?”

“I COULDN’T LET YOU DIE!”

She screamed loud enough to make the books tilt again. This time, she let them collapse to the floor. Her hands were balled into trembling fists, and her eyes were furious behind her spectacles and locked on me.

“Your injuries were too great for me to treat with what I had,” she said. “And I couldn’t very well have dragged you to a proper healer in a city crawling with people that want to kill you. So I took you to my workshop.”

“I blew up your workshop.”

“My other workshop,” she replied, snide. “I’m a Freemaker, imbecile. Why would I keep all my research in one place?” She let out a hot breath. “But I don’t keep enough here to handle what had happened to your body. So when conventional methods ran out and you were still bleeding and your breath slowed and I thought you might have killed yourself for me, I… I…”

Her voice became heated, her deliberate composure shattering. She turned away from me, rubbing at her eyes with one hand as she removed her glasses with the other.

“I knew the risks,” she said. “I know why fleshwrighting is forbidden. But I had no other choice but to let you die.”

“And then what?” I grunted. “I’d have been another toy for you to experiment on? Like that poor bastard back there?”

She straightened up. “You saw him.”

“You left me in the same fucking room with him, so yeah. I saw him. I heard him, too.”

“It’s not what you think.”

“I don’t think anything. I know he’s corpsewritten. I know you took a person and turned him into a dancing sack of meat and bones.”

“He doesn’t dance. He can’t do anything but get up and say those words, over and over. He wasn’t written to do anything else yet.”

“Listen to yourself,” I snarled through a disgusted sneer. “You’re fucking talking about him like he’s a sword.”

“You’re one to talk.”

She turned to face me. She reached into her pocket and produced a single metal shell, a spell script scrawled across its surface. One of the Cacophony’s shells. She gave it a twist, pried it apart, and emptied its contents onto the floor.

A fine powder emptied out in a perfect puddle. It caught the light as it fell, sparkling purple, and as it pooled together, it rang out with a faint harmony. You might have called it just extremely weird dirt, if you didn’t know better.

But the look on her face told me she knew that she was looking at a dead mage.

“Dust,” she said. “Your weapon uses dead mages to work.”

“You had no right,” I growled.

“I saved your life,” she said. “And while you were healing, I got curious. I opened it up and found this.” She gestured to the Dust at her feet. “How many mages died for you to fire a single shot?”

The answer was one. One mage, upon death, would leave behind enough Dust to make about thirty shells. Which would then be used to kill more mages, to make more Dust, to make more shells for the Cacophony to fire. But I wasn’t about to tell her that.

“That’s different,” I growled.

“How?”

“Dust is just… Dust. It’s not a person. Not a body. Not anymore.”

“But a dead person is? What’s the difference between you and me using dead people for our own ends? Save that you just make more dead people with them?”

“I use it to hurt people who deserve it,” I snarled back.

“And they all deserved it? What you gave them?” She stepped toward me, defiant.

“They did.” I met her step, approached her.

“All of them?”

“ALL OF THEM!” I roared.

“And were all of them on your list?” she screamed back.

And I stepped away, eyes wide, breath gone. She might as well have punched me. But it hurt worse, somehow, to see her reach into her pocket and pull free a worn, folded-up paper. She unfolded it delicately and held it out in front of me like an indictment.

I suppose, in many ways, it was.

Thirty-three names stared back at me, etched in ink. My eyes drifted over them, drinking them in.

Rogro the Dervish. Galta the Thorn. Rin the Vendetta.

Their names rang out clear and resonant in my head, each one scarring itself across my mind as I read them.

Mandra the Banner. Jindu the Blade. Vraki the Gate.

Each one as painful as the day I had written them down.

Zanze the Beast.

“They’re Vagrants, aren’t they?” she asked. “You’re out to kill other Vagrants.”

“It doesn’t concern you,” I said.

I took a step toward her and felt a pain lance through my body. Not the pain of my cuts and bruises. This pain was older, more intimate.

“Do they deserve it, too?” she asked. “Are you going to kill all of them?”

“Stop talking,” I growled.

Another step. The pain grew worse. It burned through my scars, a fiery pain that coursed over my eye, across my cheek, down my shoulders, until it settled into a seething, angry pain in the scar across my chest.

“Did they do something?” The scorn and indignity were gone from her eyes when she looked at me, all but limping toward her. I stood over her, breath hot and angry. Her hand drifted up toward my face, fingers trembling as they drifted near the scar over my eye. “Are they why you have those scars?”

“SHUT UP!”

She was against the wall, her back pressed to it, her hands flat at her sides. My fists came down, precariously close to her head. She shuddered as I struck the wall, but I didn’t care. I leaned close, hot breath coming out through clenched teeth, let her get a good look at these scars she was so interested in.

Let her look upon me, the wielder of the Mad Emperor’s Legacy. Let her look upon the woman who carved a bloody path through the Scar and left in her wake people weeping over the ruins of what she had wrought. Let her look upon me, Sal the Cacophony, the killer, the Vagrant, the destroyer, and feel the same cold fear that Zanze would when he looked upon me.

I expected her to cry out, to spit curses, to shut her eyes and look away and pretend I was a bad dream. And I was intending to be nothing more than that, a nightmare that would be gone when she opened her eyes.

Only… she didn’t close them.

She didn’t look away.

Her eyes were fixed on me—not my scars, not my fists, not the anger trembling across either of them. Her hand was rising slowly, steadily. Her fingers hesitated, an inch away from my cheek, and looked at me to tell her not to.

And I didn’t.

She lay her fingers upon the scars on my cheek. She traced them from my jaw to the bridge of my nose. Fingers became a palm, cradling my cheek. The red-hot pain running through my face went dim at her touch and it felt like I’d just taken the first clean breath I had in a long time.

I didn’t know why. Not really. It wasn’t like her touch was magical and it wasn’t like I was less angry. Maybe it was just the shock of being seen like this. Or maybe it just felt nice to be touched again by someone who didn’t want to kill me.

“I’m sorry.” Her voice came out as a whisper. “I didn’t mean to go through your things, but I just… I had to know.”

“Know what?”

I hated that my voice came out as soft as hers, that it got softer as she continued to explore my face with her hands. I hated that I felt this way again. But I still didn’t turn away.

“You,” she said. “I had to know more about you. Anything I could. I had to know what you were doing here, where you came from, why you…” She hesitated, bit her lip. “I don’t understand why you’re still here.”

I caught her hand in mine, gentler than I was feeling, gentler than she deserved. I lowered it, turned away from her and back toward my clothes.

“Neither do I,” I grunted. “I don’t understand why there’s a dead man in your house, either.”

I was going to say “and I don’t care,” but I could feel her behind me—her eyes on my back, her mouth struggling to form an explanation. And I could feel her head bow low and her eyes shut tight.

And I couldn’t deny that I was curious about why she’d done it.

“I wanted to do something good.”

That made me pause. I didn’t quite see how turning a dead man into a meat puppet could be good, but then, maybe that was why I wasn’t in the business of corpsewrighting.

“This city has been fighting between the Revolution and Imperium for years now. I came here to scavenge weapons and Dust from the battlefields. My research thrived. The Freemakers were proud. I got careless. I got found.”

“By who?” I didn’t look behind me as I pulled my vest around me.

“The Judge. Olithria.” My body ached at the very mention of the name. “She came to my workshop and I thought I was dead, then and there. But instead, she brought me that dead man and asked me to… to…”

The man’s words echoed in my head, those breathless words coming from cold lips. And one word stuck itself in my skull.

Mother.

“Her son,” I whispered. “She wanted you to bring her son back.”

“He was a soldier who died in a battle two weeks ago. Wrighting a corpse is forbidden in the Imperium, so she came to me and asked me if I could.”

“And you could?”

“I… didn’t know. But I had to try.” She came up behind me. “Think of it. A world where we could reverse death, where no one had to go with regrets, where no one could ever do damage that we couldn’t fix. Wasn’t that worth trying for?”

My hand drifted down my body, to the scar that carved itself across my chest, from my collarbone to my belly. And I couldn’t say that this world she imagined, this world without pain, wasn’t appealing.

But that was a different world. This was the Scar. And it was littered with people like her—murderers, blasphemers, villains, and thieves who all raised their hands and swore that they simply had to do it, no matter who got hurt.

On occasion I was one of them.

“But it… it didn’t work,” she continued. “It really didn’t work. Tatha, the Revolution, found out. They wanted the corpse to ransom, to display as a trophy, to… do something. They offered money, weapons, but I thought I was so close to a breakthrough that…” She sighed, her words falling. “Eventually they lost patience. They captured me, my assistants, and sentenced us all to the axe.”

That explained why the Revolution and Imperium had held off hostilities for a day. Corpsewrighting was forbidden in the Imperium and all magic was vile in the eyes of the Revolution—neither could accuse the other of indulging in the art without revealing its own involvement. So they had made a deal with the city.

Execute the Freemaker and the war stays outside your walls.

It probably would have gone swimmingly, too, if I hadn’t showed up and put my foot in a steaming pile of collusion.

“Tell me something, then.” I pulled my trousers on, my boots followed. “It wasn’t a tool you sent me into your workshop to find, was it? Those flasks in the satchel…”

She hesitated. “Perfume.”

“Perfume?”

She shrugged. “I like the scent of flowers.”

“Then it was the book. You wanted your research. So you could continue this experiment.”

“Oh, no. I have, like, four other copies of that. I’m smart enough to potentially resurrect the dead. Of course I back up my work.”

“Then what? There was nothing else in that satchel but some money and—”

I turned around, my face screwed up in confusion. She stood with her back to the wall, hands behind her, staring at the floor, positively sheepish that, for all this trouble and all this dark research, it had all come down to the same fucking problem everyone else had.

Money.

“Huh?” I squinted at her.

“It’s not what you think,” she said. “The money isn’t for me. It’s for Sennica.”

“Who?”

“Fourth law.”

“Okay, I’m not sure what you think I mean when I keep making confused noises, but it’s not ‘Please say another stupid thing that makes no sense.’”

She sighed, adjusting her glasses. “All articles, subarticles, clauses and amendments factored in, the Laws of the Freemakers that every one of us in good standing agreed to come to approximately two hundred sixty-six. But none are more important than the first six, of which the fourth is thus: All knowledge has a price. All prices must be paid,” she said, authoritative.

“One man who helped me is dead because of me. The other is in prison. My research isn’t objective so long as it is owed. I cannot leave until my debts to them are settled.”

I knew about as much about Freemakers as anyone else—enough to have heard of the maddening labyrinth of words they called laws. And like anyone else, I thought them just a bunch of gibberish to wipe their hands clean in their pursuit of what they wanted—like any laws. This law, the fourth one, was the first I had heard explained.

And it did a lot for explaining why Freemakers were so… the way they were.

Specifically this one Freemaker.

“That’s why you helped me,” I muttered, pulling my belt on. “Courteous of you.”

“What? No!” I hadn’t heard her genuinely offended before—it sounded weird in her mouth. “I mean… yes? I mean, I don’t know. You saved me, so I saved you, but that only explains the what, it doesn’t explain the why.”

“Why what?”

“Why…” She hesitated, struggled for the words. “Why you saved me.”

“I didn’t.”

“Not the first time. But the second time, with the tower, you… you protected me. After all that you knew about me. Why?”

“I’m tougher than you. I could take the hit.”

“From a cannon? No. No one can take that kind of hit and you had to know that. Why?”

“You still had something I needed.”

“But you were ready to leave once you found out what I’d done and—”

“Fuck, I don’t know,” I snapped over my shoulder. “Why’s it so hard to believe that I just… did it?”

“Because people don’t do that,” she replied, tersely. “They come to you with a problem. They give you something so you can fix it. Then you do, then they…” Her face screwed up, as though the very line of thought was odious. “They don’t just do anything. Not without a cost. Not without a price.”

Something touched my back. No, not my back.

My scar.

Her fingers found it under my vest, the one that matched the one on my chest, and trailed down its jagged length from my neck to my spine. My body froze under her touch, my mind kept going. I hadn’t heard her come up behind me. How could she get so close without me noticing? Why was she touching me like that?

Why wasn’t I stopping her?

“What did you ask for,” she whispered, “that this was the price?”

My chest hurt. Not my body, not the old wounds I’d taken or the new ones I’d just picked up tonight. Something deeper. Something that felt her fingers sliding down my back and reached out from inside me to feel them back.

There was a time when I wanted nothing more than to let it out of me.

That was before the scar. Before the gun. Before the list. And I suppose…

It felt nice to remember a time before I had any of those. I suppose I wasn’t ready to let that go. I suppose that’s why I let her hands linger there. I suppose that’s why I reached back.

I found her hand in mine. Her fingers were callused from her work. Not as soft as I’d thought they might feel in mine, but still… gentle. Her palm wasn’t as soft as I’d thought it might be as it slid across my belly, but it was still warm. Her kiss was clumsy when her lips found my shoulder, she hadn’t done this in a long time.

But neither had I.

I turned. I found her wrists in my hands, couldn’t remember how that had happened. I couldn’t remember what I had been thinking when I looked into her eyes and saw her looking back at me. Or when my eyes settled on her lips. Or when I pulled her into me and found her tongue pushing past my lips.

I found the wall against my back—she was stronger than she looked, but I didn’t notice that, either. I could only feel her breath on my face and her hands around my back and her fingers on my scar and…

A pair of burning eyes on me.

I cracked one eye open. Buried in the leather of his sheath, I could feel the Cacophony staring at me. I could feel his seething displeasure. He wanted to be fighting, to be shooting, to be killing.

And we would, I knew.

Dawn was already beginning to peek in through the windows. Later, I would strap him back to my belt and we’d both walk out and do what we had to do. Later, I would remember these scars and that list and the names of the people on it that I still had to kill. Later belonged to the gun, to the killing, to the scars and the fires and the people who would one day curse my name.

But this.

This moment. This breath. This ache in my chest.

Her.

This belonged to me.







SEVEN

It didn’t look like a good morning for a killing.

But then, they never do.

Not at first, anyway.

I stepped out onto the street and into last night’s ruin. Dawn crept cold over the rooftops, a curtain rising on the final scene of a long and bloody opera. The bodies lay still in the street—the soldiers who’d died in the explosion, Resolute’s hulking corpse stiffened into a boulder in his rigor, Tatha’s corpse absent, just another trail of ashes and odor of smoke lost on the breeze. The tower stood at its center, steam seeping from its gaping stone wound like blood.

And I started walking.

The houses were shuttered, their windows shattered and their doors barred. No one looked up when I walked past, nor did anyone make a noise as I strode down the street. Whether anyone actually was in the houses or not was irrelevant. After I had done what I’d done, these weren’t anyone’s homes. Not anymore.

I caught the sound of the distant wail, the song of magic. I glanced up. Hovering in the sky overhead, the mages hung as butterflies with violet wings, their robes fluttering as they stared down at me. I stared up at them, eased my cloak back and placed a hand on the black hilt at my side, saying nothing. They quietly turned around, floated away, disappeared behind a house.

And I kept walking.

The town square loomed large before me. The earth was ragged from magical scars. The houses were scorched by severium shells from gunpikes. Blood stained the stones, smeared where people had tried to crawl away or had been dragged by loved ones, still where they hadn’t been that lucky. The gallows lay in pieces around the square, shattered timbers and chains peppering the street like toys left behind by children called to dinner.

There was one more corpse there, though. And he was at my feet.

Linnish’s body lay on the square, empty of life and light. His face wore neither fear nor anger in its rictus mask. Only surprise, astonishment at having tried his best to prevent a war and done everything he could to save his people and still died. His mouth was open, maybe about to ask how he could have done everything right and still ended up like this.

I didn’t have the heart to tell him.

Not like he could have heard me, anyway.

No one but him greeted me as I walked into the middle of the square. The carnage was at stark odds with the silence that fell over me. I had been expecting to be met with flame and frost as spells were hurled. Or maybe with the rattle of gunpikes and the thunder of cannons. Or someone who stayed behind to curse my name, to scream what evil I’d done, to pick up a sword and try to take revenge for what I’d done to their town.

Or maybe I was just hoping for that. For anything to keep my mind off the girl I had left in bed when I crept out this morning.

It’d have been easier if she were as vicious as they said Freemakers were, or as evil as corpsewrights should be. But she had to go and be good. She had to go and be caring. She had to go and… look at me like that.

In my head, the logic behind leaving had made sense. I couldn’t ask her to be there when I killed the man she was trying to save. I couldn’t ask her to understand why I had to do it. So I’d kill him, then kill everyone else who was trying to kill her. Fourth law. Debts repaid.

It had seemed fair at the time.

So. A thought, unbidden, crept into my head. If that all sounds reasonable, how come you didn’t stick around to tell it to her?

Because I’d thought of how she’d look at me after I told her that. And I’d thought of how she had looked at me last night when I took her glasses off and she smiled.

I knew which I wanted to be my last memory of her.

“I do not recall requesting your presence here.”

My eyes were drawn skyward, to the woman of metal and cloth hovering in the air. Olithria, eyes burning behind her bronze mask, descended from the heavens like she had been born there, alighting upon the earth with a delicacy that didn’t befit this dirty, bloodied place. In one hand she carried her sword. In the other her quarry.

Zanze—or Talmin, or whatever else he was calling himself these days—hung like a marionette of flesh and iron, suspended limp in chains that she held effortlessly and tossed contemptuously upon the earth. She either didn’t know who he was or didn’t care.

“But then,” she said in her metallic voice, “you do have a way of showing up where you aren’t wanted, don’t you…” She regarded me down the bridge of a brass nose. “Sal the Cacophony.”

I glanced up at her, snorted, spat on the ground.

“If you’re going to take the time to learn my name, you could at least look a little intimidated when you say it.” I squinted at her masked face. “Or… are you? It’s hard to tell, with the…” I gestured around my face.

“If you could gaze upon me at this moment, you would see nothing but contempt for an oath-breaking Vagrant,” she replied. “Though, I confess, I might spare a moment’s confusion for your sorry tale. I received a communiqué late last night, once we informed the Imperium of your… abrupt appearance in yesterday’s events.”

I nodded. That was fast to communicate with an empire an ocean away. But a lot of things were fast when said empire was positively stinking with magic shit.

“I was informed of your name,” she said. “I was informed of your past. I know what you did when you served the Empress.”

“Who told you?”

“I am not at liberty to speak their name.”

I sniffed. “And?”

“And I don’t understand.” She stared at me, canted her head to the side. “You had everything: rank, prestige, name, power. To see you go Vagrant is not so surprising—the oaths of Imperium we swore are too rigorous for some, after all—but even then, a woman of your station.” Her stare lingered, too long. “To think that I would ever see you, the great Red—”

“No,” I interrupted her.

She recoiled, as though struck. Which was good, because I was looking at her like I wanted to punch her.

“That’s not my name,” I said. “After today, whatever you tell the Imperium or your servants or whatever asshole you force to listen, when they ask you who did this?” I held my hands out wide, gesturing to the carnage. “You tell them it was Sal the Cacophony.”

“You’d forsake your name, your station, your power. You’d challenge the very Imperium you swore an oath to, whose bosom supported you.” She glanced down at Zanze, kneeling broken and chained. “All to kill this man?”

She’d heard of the list. I wasn’t surprised. “I would.”

“You’d fight me?”

“Readily.”

“You’d kill me, too.” Her gaze drifted away. “Your own.”

For a moment I thought there was something going on under that mask, some conflict of the mind and soul that would render her less willing to fight. For a moment I thought I’d gotten lucky.

She shrugged. “Oh well.”

But girls like me don’t get lucky.

Her sword shot out. Zanze’s body stiffened. A second before his eyes glazed over, he stared down at his chest, not quite sure how the blade jutting out of it had gotten there. She jerked the blade free, let his body drop. My hand found the Cacophony, all but rattling in his sheath and begging to be drawn.

I held him there.

“Not yet,” I whispered as I drew my sword instead.

He burned in my hand, impatient. But I had a plan. It wasn’t going well, mind you, but it was the only one I had.

“Really?” She looked at me, hand on the gun, blade in my hand. “All this for him? And for a common Freemaker?”

“She’s not common,” I replied. “You and I both know that, don’t we?”

Like I said, I couldn’t tell what she looked like behind that mask. But I didn’t need to. The air went still between us. She grew heavier in that moment, no longer a heavenly creature deigning to set foot on a dirty earth, but just one more desperate soul in a shithole of the city. And in that moment, I knew what face she wore behind that mask.

“I see,” she said. “Then you know why she had to die.”

“I know why you think she had to die,” I replied. “Corpsewrighting is forbidden for a reason. The Spellwrights of the Imperium are already protective enough of their arts. They wouldn’t want to see them used to make some kind of monster of dead meat.”

“He is not a monster,” she snapped suddenly, voice echoing behind her mask. “He is my son. He served the Imperium nobly and fought with honor in defense of the Empress’s dominion. And he was… shot.” Her voice grew so cold that I thought ice might form on her mask. “A warrior like him, slain by neither honorable blade nor elegant spell. A Revolutionary swine gunned him down with a primate’s weapon. He deserved better.”

“He doesn’t deserve what you’re trying to do to him.”

“He was taken from me before his time.”

“He swore the same oath you did. The same oath I did.” I regarded her calmly. “Maybe it was too rigorous for him, too.”

Admittedly, that probably sounded cruel. And admittedly, that was the point. I had fought Olithria once before. Even with the Cacophony, it hadn’t gone well. I was no match for her when she was thinking calmly and rationally. If I could get her angry and unfocused, maybe I had a chance.

“YOU PIECE OF SHIT!”

But probably not.

My ears filled with the wail of the Lady Merchant’s song. Olithria’s eyes flashed purple beneath her mask. She leapt from the earth, took flight as she came toward me, sword aloft.

And then crashing down.

One strike from her sword had been enough to rattle me yesterday. It damn near shattered my skeleton this time as I brought up my blade to block. Our steel met in a crash of sparks, the force of her flight knocking me off my feet and onto my ass.

The air came rushing out of me as the ground came up to meet me. I barely managed to catch her sword as she howled, bringing it down once again. Even with two hands, my arms trembled trying to hold off her blow. Her strength was hysterical, her rage driving the blade closer and closer to my throat. I was just biding my time until she overpowered me and ran me through and we both knew it.

Me and him, that is.

I dropped one hand from my grip. The tip of her blade was an inch away from my throat. I gritted my teeth, reached down to my hip with a shaking hand. He leapt into my grasp. I pulled the hammer back. She didn’t notice anything.

Not until she looked down and saw the Cacophony’s grinning barrel pointed at her.

I pulled the trigger.

Discordance shot out and struck her square in the belly. Sound exploded between us, a wall of sheer noise that sent her flying and me skidding across the street. I lost what precious air I had regained, my ears ringing as I was flung. I couldn’t hear myself curse at the gun, nor had I the breath to do it, but I still tried.

I could aim and pull the trigger. But it was he who shaped the magic. He could have spared me that blow.

But I guess he was still feeling bitchy.

I got to my feet, struggling to draw breath. At the very least, a shell at that close a range should have taken care of Olithria.

“You dare strike a Judge of the Imperium?”

Unless, of course, she had some kind of magical armor for assholes.

Then I guess that would have just made her real mad.

Her armor came off her in fragments of bronze, clattering to the ground. Faint sigils glowed across its surface and winked out. Written armor, when I wasn’t wearing it, was a huge pain in the ass, it turned out. It was all the Cacophony could do just to smash it.

But her armor was gone, at least. All I needed to do was hit her with another shell and… and…

And she was casting another spell.

She raised her hand, swept it toward me. A wave of flame followed, rising up from the earth and washing over the stones toward me. I threw myself to the side, feeling the heat lick at my boots as I did, flames crackling. And when I tumbled back to my feet, my ears were full of the Lady’s song.

A bolt of lightning sprang from her hand, lancing out with the sound of a thunderclap. I fled. It pursued, tearing up the street as I bolted around the square. But even then, I could feel each shock of the earth as it inched closer toward me.

She wasn’t going to give me a chance to aim.

So I settled for pointing the Cacophony in her general direction and hoping his mood had improved just a little.

I squeezed off a shot. A shell streaked from his grinning maw. She raised a hand, her eyes glowing. The shell came to a halt two inches from her face, suspended in midair by her spell. It exploded in a flash of light and a burst of tiny, arcing bolts that danced across the earth and her body and did nothing but make the hairs stand up on her body.

She stared at me as if insulted by that display.

And though I doubted she heard it, I whispered all the same:

“Wait for it.”

She took a step forward. A fragment of armor leapt from the earth and struck her, the force knocking her leg out. She struggled to rise, only to find a boot stuck hard to the earth. Another fragment of her armor sped up, shooting toward her. She brought up a hand to shield herself from it, leaving her open to the other fragment that shot toward her. As well as a discarded helmet flying toward her. And also a shattered shield left behind from yesterday’s brawl. And also the giant slag tangle of choked chains and shattered wood that barreled at her like a small boulder.

She screamed as more debris piled itself on top of her, burying her under a small mountain of scrap. I was honestly impressed. Shockgrasp was always a niche spell. I usually didn’t use it. I certainly hadn’t planned to load it that morning.

But the Cacophony had just been so insistent, I’d hated to disappoint him.

She was pinned, snarling, struggling to dislodge the debris compelled to cling to her. I took aim, squinted, pulled the trigger.

And Hellfire sped out.

It struck the mountain of debris and erupted in a pillar of laughing flame. It spread over the wood, the metal, drinking them in with a hundred fiery tongues. Wood ignited. Steel melted. Her screams were lost in its delighted cackle as she disappeared beneath the roaring flames.

I breathed out what little I’d been able to pull back into my lungs. Magic or not, fire still burned. And no mage, Judge or otherwise, could fight off fire like that.

No matter where we come from or where we’re going, a giant mountain of flaming wreckage makes equals of us all, as the old saying went.

Or maybe that wasn’t an old saying. I was pretty sure it was, but I was also pretty sure I had a concussion.

In any event, it didn’t matter. Over the laughter of the flame and the crackling of the timber, a newer, stronger sound emerged. The Lady’s song, bright as a sunrise and piercing as a shard of glass driven into my ear, rose to a staggering scream in my head.

And hell followed.

The debris exploded out in a sphere of shrieking fire, shards of flaming timber and cooling steel flying out and coming to a halt in midair. A maelstrom of fire and ruin hung in a smoke-choked sky, and at its center stood Olithria.

Her clothes had been seared, leaving her body scorched and blackened. Wounds were torn open as her magic jerked shards of wood and metal from her body to join the whirling inferno. Her mask hung in fragments around her face, exposing a single eye twisted in fury.

And alight with magic.

She threw both hands toward me.

The maelstrom followed.

And I was running.

Wreckage struck the earth around me, exploding into cinders. Shards of metal flew through windows and impaled walls and streets. Fire rained down as if hurled from an angry god. And through it all, I could hear nothing but the Lady’s song filling my ears. Not the sound of my feet on the stones, not the sizzle of the Cacophony in my hand as he tried to warn me, not the great fist of wood and flame that came blazing toward me.

It struck me square in the side, sending me flying across the square to smash against a house. Everything inside me sang out at once, bones crying, skin screaming, each of them trying to be heard. My vision swam and my breath left me as I tumbled back to the street, unmoving.

But I still had breath. I still had vision. Enough to see the lettering on my scarf glow brightly and wink out.

She’s still saving my ass, even when she’s not around, I had just enough sense left in my skull to think. She really is nice, isn’t she?

Unable to will my bloodless limbs to move, barely able to keep my eyes open to see, all I could do was sit there and watch as Olithria emerged from the flames and approached me, sword in hand, murder in eyes.

You don’t meet a girl like that often, I thought. Should have stayed with her. She gives up corpsewrighting, you give up killing people. That would have been a nice life, wouldn’t it? No corpses. Just us. Should have just gone back to sleep with her. Should have stayed with her.

I drew in an ashen breath. I closed my eyes.

But who the fuck are you kidding?

I opened them again and saw Olithria’s blade leveled at my throat.

You could never give this up, could you?

She drew back her blade. I closed my eyes. And I wondered, absently, if she would leave enough of me for Liette to try to fix.

“Mother?”

I thought that might have been my voice, a last gasp right before I died for a woman I’d forgotten long ago.

“Mother, are you there?”

But that’s when I realized someone else was talking. I wasn’t dead. I could still hear.

“Mother… Mother… Mother…”

And the Lady’s song had gone quiet.

I heard the sound of heavy pieces of debris falling out of the sky, the crackle of their fires sputtering out into hissing smolderings, the clang of metal as a sword fell from a hand and lay limp on the ground.

Olithria was no longer looking at me. Her eyes were on the other end of the square, where Linnish’s corpse lay. And beside him, walking with a stiff, uneven gait, another corpse entered the square.

“Gallicus…” she whispered.

“Mother,” the corpse said—his body was but a few feet away, his voice a thousand miles. “Mother, are you there?”

“GALLICUS!”

Her blade was forgotten, along with the woman she’d intended to plunge it into, as she ran toward the corpse that had once been her son. No graceful flight, nor even an elegant stride, she was frenzied and stumbling in her rush, clawing the fragments of her mask away as she did.

I caught a glimpse of the face behind the shattered mask: a pair of eyes, glistening with tears, a mouth open in a broad smile, a voice fumbling for words she didn’t have as she caught her son and pulled him tight.

“She did it,” Olithria wept. “She did it, she did it, she did it.” She squeezed him tightly, clutching him to her chest. “Gallicus… Gallicus, you’re back. She brought you back.”

“Mother,” her son rasped. “Mother… Mother… where are you?”

“I’m here, Gallicus,” she whispered, stroking his stiffened hair. “I’m right here.”

“Glory to the Imperium…” he said. “Glory… to…”

“Don’t think about the Imperium, Gallicus. You don’t ever have to worry about them again.” Her tears rolled down her cheeks, painting pale lines through the red and black of her skin. “I’m not going to let them take you from me again. Any of them.”

Some might have called it fortune, a happy twist of fate that saw my life spared and a grieving mother reunited with her son against all odds, against death itself. And if I were dumber, I might have agreed with them. But I knew this was no opera.

And I knew what happened next.

“Mother… Mother…”

“Gallicus?” she said. “I’m here. Why do you keep saying that? Why…”

She thought to look at her son for the first time. She pulled him back, stared at his face, his lips twisted into a rictus smile, his eyes milky and without pupil or iris, his voice a distant echo of itself as he whispered, over and over…

“Where are you, Mother?” he asked. “Where are you? Where are you?”

“Gallicus. Gallicus!”

Gallicus… but no Liette. Where the hell was she that he wasn’t there with her?

Olithria seized him by his shoulders. She shook him. As though this were a nightmare he could awaken from, as though she could force him to be her son again. But I saw the realization dawn on her face. I saw the light in her eyes go dark.

This wasn’t a nightmare.

That wasn’t her son.

“Mother… Mother… where are you?” he babbled. “Glory to the Imperium… Mother…”

Olithria was a Judge of the Imperium, an enforcer of a brutal regime that viewed their right to use magic as their reason to rule over those who couldn’t use it. She had sought the most forbidden of practices and tried to execute the woman who’d failed to use them. She was, like so many people in the Scar, a killer masquerading as a person, whose death would save countless lives and do immeasurable good.

And, knowing all this, I still couldn’t bring myself to do it.

I couldn’t even raise the Cacophony as she threw back her head, as a wail tore itself out of her throat and across the silent square, as she collapsed, quivering and unmoving, just one more corpse that hadn’t realized it was dead yet.

Death might have been kinder to her. To a lot of people. But kindness isn’t something you find in this land. If it were, I wouldn’t have gone through all this just to see Zanze killed before my…

My eyes drifted to the spot where his corpse lay. Or where his corpse was supposed to lie. A dark patch remained, but there was no body to go with it.

I should have fucking known.

Another sound caught my ear. A symphony I’d heard before, of a blade pushing through flesh, of wind rushing out of a punctured lung, of blood pattering softly on the earth and a body following.

Olithria lay dead on the ground at the feet of the man she had just killed. Zanze or Talmin or whoever he was pretending to be jerked her sword out of her body and held it up, scrutinizing it.

“Huh,” he muttered. “Cut through her like a fucking fish. Imperial blades are a lot sharper than they were in our day.” He turned to me, flashed a horrific grin. “Eh, Sal?”

“Zanze,” I replied, hefting my sword over my shoulder. “Or are you Talmin now?”

“Talmin’s dead. I don’t need him anymore.” Zanze glanced at the wound in his chest and winced. “Be nice if she could have given him a better way to go. That fuckin’ hurt.”

I didn’t doubt it had. Just because you could reshape your insides didn’t mean a blade through the chest would tickle.

“The real shame, though, is this.” He stepped over Olithria’s corpse to inspect Gallicus, cringing as the walking carcass continued to mutter and babble. He waved a hand in front of his face. “He’s really fuckin’ gone, isn’t he? For a minute I thought the Freemaker could actually bring him back.” He sighed. “Ah well.”

The sword flashed. Hacked three times. Gallicus’s head rolled across the street and his body collapsed, motionless, atop his mother’s.

“Bit of a waste, isn’t it?” I asked. “Wasn’t this whole ordeal for him?”

“This whole fuckin’ waste of time was for his corpse, yeah,” he grunted. “But the Freemaker fucked it up. A live body we could use. A dead body we could use. But this thing doesn’t know which it is.” He glanced away. “So much time wasted. Fuck me. If only I’d—”

“Look at me.”

He paused. He turned to me. Stared at me through a stolen face.

“When you talk to me, Zanze,” I said, “you do it with your real face.”

Talmin had an easy smile. The kind that was used for bawdy jokes and being nice to people who didn’t deserve it. But Zanze’s smile was broad, toothy, and predatory, and it damn near split the man’s face in two as his skin shimmered.

And the Lady Merchant’s song rang in my ears.

She asks a Barter from all mages, the Lady does. To get power, you have to give her something she wants. For some of the arts, it’s as easy a trade as offering blood. For the more refined arts, the price is a little more esoteric.

For a Maskmage like Zanze, she’ll give the power of shape-shifting.

And she’ll take your face.

His flesh rippled like water and, just like a reflection, the face of the quiet man called Talmin disappeared. What was left was a stooped, naked figure, withered and pale as a cold moon. Zanze looked up at me through a face without color, without hair, without a nose, lips, ears, or anything but a pair of beady eyes and a broad, ugly grin.

He shot me a smirk. “You figured me out just like that, huh?”

“I can always smell an asshole. When I learned you were working for Li—” I caught myself. She had given that name to me. No one else. “For the Freemaker. You wouldn’t have done that unless you wanted something from her that you couldn’t get by killing her.” I glanced at Gallicus’s head. “And this is all that she had.”

“Don’t get me wrong, I wanted him alive,” he replied. “Did you know he’s distantly related to the Empress? Sixth cousin twice removed or some shit like that—I don’t know, I wasn’t listening when they told me. But he has a claim to the throne, regardless.” He clicked his tongue. “I spent months pretending to be his aide in camp in the battle outside, convincing him to leave the Imperium and come work for us, but then a Revolutionary bullet took him out and I was left with…”

He nudged the corpse with the toe of his boot.

“Fucked up, right? He was a powerful mage, too. But he died to a stray bullet like an asshole, so I guess he couldn’t have been that great.” He shrugged. “Anyway, we could still use him as a vessel, alive or dead, so I was told to bring his body back. But by the time I tracked down his corpse, the Freemaker had him stashed, and if I killed her, I’d never find it, so…” He gestured to his current body. “Found Talmin, took his face, left him rotting in a ditch somewhere, got to work.”

If you were me, you’d have a lot of questions for him. What plot did he need someone with a claim to the throne for? What had Gallicus been intended to be a vessel for that his corpse would suffice? Yeah, I had questions. But one above all others.

“Who sent you?” I asked.

Zanze flashed me a grotesque smile through his lipless mouth. “You know who.”

I did. I knew the name. I had repeated it to myself every day when I woke up and every night before I went to sleep, like a reflex. I knew that name well.

Because it was at the very top of my list.

The Cacophony seethed, giggling in my hand. He knew as well as I did that I’d asked enough. I raised him in my hand, leveled him at Zanze. The pale creature stared at me, grinning.

“Ah, hell,” he said. “You’re still pissed at us, aren’t you?” He stared at my scars. “I guess I’d be, too.” He picked up his sword. “Oh well.”

“Don’t make it hard on yourself,” I said. “You never could hold a blade for shit, even when we were in the army.”

He nodded.

“True.”

He tossed the sword away.

His skin began to ripple.

And the Lady’s song rose.

I squeezed the trigger. Hellfire shot out and sped across the square, striking the stones and exploding into a column of flame. Against a sheet of orange, I saw him as a black shadow, leaping clear of the explosion and falling to all fours. I squinted, struggling to see what he’d turned into as he came rushing toward me.

Fangs gaped. Claws flashed. My blood painted the stones as he raked across my side.

A cat.

He was a huge fucking cat, if you were wondering.

He leapt clear of me, skidding to a halt and whirling around. His grin—unnervingly human—creased his feline face as he came lunging toward me again.

My blade leapt up, lashing toward him as he sprang forward. He was too quick, twisting in midair to dart low under my sword and grasp my ankle in his jaws. He pulled me to the ground. I screamed, lashing out with my foot to kick him in the face. He wouldn’t let go, but I wasn’t trying for that. I just had to keep him from getting a good enough grip that he could break my ankle.

He loved that trick. Used it all the time when we served the Imperium together.

My boot finally caught him in the eye, the heel driving him back. I scrambled, dropping my sword and bringing up the Cacophony, trying to draw a bead on him. But he wouldn’t let me. I dropped the gun as he came leaping over me, above me, on top of me.

He landed, jaws craning wide and reaching for my throat. I caught his muzzle with both hands, trying to push him back. But he had angle and muscle on me and I could feel his lips curling into a smile as he pushed slowly forward, fangs glistening with my blood on them.

Now you know why they call him Zanze the Beast, I suppose.

I felt his breath. I felt his chuckle pulling itself out of his throat. I felt my arms trembling, weakening, no matter how much I cursed at them in my head. Too many fights, too many fucking wounds, couldn’t keep it up. If only I hadn’t helped that fucking Freemaker. Why the fuck had I even done that? What had I gotten out of that? Just one night? One moment? Had I done all this just to feel like that?

I didn’t know if it was worth it or not.

But for now, I guessed it had to be.

His fangs pressed against my neck. I closed my eyes. I waited.

Under my hands, his entire body shuddered. His mouth spasmed, weakening enough for me to push him back. I could see his face, looking as confused as I was, as he wondered what the hell had happened. Slowly both of our eyes went to his side.

And the crossbow bolt jutting from it.

Another one followed, jamming into his flank. He let out a scream, rolled off me. His skin rippled as he pulled himself into his true, pale shape. He pulled the bolts free with agonizing shrieks, his blood bright and grotesque across his pallid skin.

Across the square, he looked up to see the little girl with the big glasses.

Reloading a crossbow.

Liette calmly raised the weapon, took aim, fired. The shot missed, clattered off the stones. Zanze, wounded and terrified, leapt back. She loaded again, aimed at him. His skin rippled. When she fired again, all she caught was the wake of the wolf that now went loping across the street and ducking into an alley.

Shitty shot. But a timely intervention.

She appeared beside me, reaching down and taking me by the arm. She pulled me to my feet, dusted me off. Before I could ask why, she took me by the chin, inspected me, before settling on the smear of ink across my chin where her sigil had been.

“Huh,” she muttered. “You should have been able to take him. If you hadn’t ruined my work, you would have.”

I blinked. “What?”

“What?” She blinked back. Her hair was mussed, her face smudged with grime and dried sweat. Her eyes snapped open. “Oh. Was I supposed to say something clever and witty? Hang on, let me try again.” She slung the crossbow over her shoulder, forced her voice deeper. “Looks like I came just in time.” She held up a hand. “Wait, no. I can do better than that. Let me think of something about cats and—”

I didn’t let her.

I didn’t let her speak.

I took her by the face, pulled her close to me, pressed my lips to hers. I smelled her sweat, her toil, the desperation in her. Her body was tense as she pressed it against mine, her breath heavy, her fingers trembling as she set them upon my hips.

“You released Gallicus,” I said. “Why?”

“Simple.” She smirked. “I gathered that, if I found the Judge, I’d find you. And I further reasoned that, if enough of his memory remained that he could recognize his mother, perhaps I could wright him so that he could find her.”

I blinked at her.

“If you couldn’t think of any other way, you can just say so,” I said.

She wrinkled her nose, offended. “Well, by then I’d found the crossbow, so maybe you could find some gratitude.”

I glanced back to Gallicus’s corpse. “All your work…”

“I made an assessment. I weighed all the time, labor, and energy I had poured into that against the strange woman I met yesterday, and…” She stared at me flatly. “I’m brilliant. But I’m not smart.”

She suddenly gave me a harsh shove.

“Go. Find him.” She stared at the Cacophony in my hand. “Kill him.”

“But your laws, your debts…”

“My debt is technically to Talmin. Whatever that… thing is, he isn’t who I owe anything to.” She stared at me, settling upon the scar on my chest. “He hurt you.”

I nodded, gun in hand. “I’ll be back soon.” Then I was running.

I knew, in that moment, that we’d live this scene many times. Me running away with blood on my face and smoke in my nose. Her standing and watching me go. I’d tell her I’d return many times, and one day, it’d be a lie.

But today, I was going to make it true.

Tomorrow belonged to me. To her. To those trembling hands on my skin and the taste of her in my mouth.

But today belonged to the list.

And the Cacophony.







EIGHT

In the Imperium’s arsenal, a Maskmage is the trickiest of weapons.

Their magic allows them to become any living thing, so long as they’re willing to pay the price. Those who are willing to give up a few facial features—a pair of eyebrows, a few cheekbones—usually are content to be able to transform to other people. Those who give up more—skin color, eye color, hair—can turn themselves into beasts. A mage who gave up as much as Zanze had could be just about anything that ever walked or crawled on this dark earth.

And as you can imagine, tracking someone who can be anything isn’t easy.

There are a few known methods of varying complexity. Some magics can see through their disguises, some wrights can force them to change. Having hunted a few, I tended to favor the simplest method.

Namely, punching a hole in them and following the red stuff that came out.

At times they were footprints. At times pawprints. Occasionally illegible smears where he had tried to become a bird and take flight and failed. He must be too wounded for that.

And as I walked through the alleys and ravaged streets of the city, I felt a cold, black smile creep across my face.

I had him.

After all the threats I had made, miles I’d ridden, arms I’d broken, information I’d extracted, I had him. Zanze the Beast, who’d turned Vagrant and disappeared into the Scar. Zanze the Beast, who had been chief among the Empress’s Maskmages. Zanze the Beast…

Whose smile I could still feel as keenly as the scar on my chest.

It wasn’t excitement I felt. It was need. It was the ache in my scars and the creak in my bones. It was the knowledge that nothing was going to feel right until he was sent back to the dust, along with every last name on that list. I was desperate. I was cold. I wasn’t excited.

But he was.

The Cacophony burned in my grip as I loaded shells into his chambers. His joy couldn’t be contained, seething through the leather of my glove, his brass groaning as he rattled to life. Normally, I knew, this wasn’t a good sign. He was a weapon, born solely to destroy. If he was eager, if he was this lively, it was for a reason I knew wouldn’t be good.

But today, I didn’t care. Today, when I looked at the grinning dragon of his barrel and felt him staring at me and almost heard him whisper in my head…

Soon.

I agreed with him.

The bloody tracks turned to fading boot prints. He’d stanched his wounds, found a new shape, a humanoid one. I shut my eyes, opened my ears as we turned a corner. I heard the sound of boots struggling to hurry along the street and failing. He was limping. He was slowing.

He was dead.

“Colonel!”

A voice caught my ear just as I caught myself, pressing against the wall of a building and peering around. A knot of Revolutionary soldiers—too many for me to take—stood at attention, weapons ready and eyes wide with shock. I couldn’t blame them.

They were staring at a man who had died just last night.

He might have been hard to recognize with his ragged limp and all the blood leaking out of him, but the officer’s garb, the medals, and the sharp, angular face left no doubt. Colonel Tatha—the same Colonel Tatha that I had incinerated—raised a hand in weary salute.

“Sir!” A pair of guards rushed forward to catch him as he fell, wheezing into his arms. “You were reported dead! The survivors from the tower incident said you were—”

“Well, they were fucking mistaken, weren’t they?” Tatha growled. He waved a bloodied hand, shook his head. “About everything. The whole operation’s fucked. The Imperial forces are moving in. We can’t let them take this city.”

“Sir?” one of the guards said, scratching his head. “We’ve received no reports of—”

“You think I did this to myself, you fuck—” Tatha winced as people shot him concerned expressions, shook his head. “We have no time, soldier. We cannot let this city, these people, become subjects of the Imperial oppressors.” He looked around them. “Or have you all forgotten the Mandate?”

He narrowed his eyes, spat through gritted teeth.

“Fire upon the city. Leave nothing for them.”

I could see the doubt on their faces, could feel it in their eyes. This wasn’t the Tatha they remembered. This man cursed too much, stood too low, even if he was wounded. Any one of them could have stepped forward, could have asked just one question, and realized this wasn’t Tatha, this wasn’t a good idea.

There’s an old saying about betting on a soldier to follow his heart or follow his orders.

“Signal the cannons,” one of the guards said. “Open fire.”

But I was far too tired to remember what it was.

“NO!”

I leapt out, raised the Cacophony, pointed at them. They whirled on me with their gunpikes and squeezed off panicked shots. Severium charges tore holes in the road and chunks out of the building as I ducked back behind it.

“You see?” Tatha screamed. “They’re already here! Give the signal! OPEN FIRE!”

From my corner I could see one of them kneel behind a row of soldiers as they reloaded their gunpikes. I saw her raise a hand cannon into the sky and squeeze the trigger. A flare shot out and cut a red-hot path through the gray dawn. It exploded in the air, a bright flash that couldn’t have lasted more than three seconds.

That’s just how long it took for everything to get completely fucked.

Somewhere beyond the city walls, a siren began to blare. And though I couldn’t hear them, I knew soldiers would be scrambling, cannons would be loaded, rising, aiming. And the Imperium would follow suit, calling spells to answer their cannons, mages to answer their guns.

This city would be a crater before lunch.

“Withdraw back to the walls!” the soldier in command barked. “Save as many citizens as you can on your way out, but get to safety. This city will be purged.”

I peered around the corner. The soldiers began backing away, gunpikes raised at my hiding position, ready to fire if I poked more than my nose out. Tatha was bundled away by two other soldiers, carried off to safety. But before they disappeared, I saw him turn. I saw his eyes catch mine.

And I saw his face split wide with that broad, ugly grin.

I counted the soldiers. Two dozen. Two dozen guns. Two dozen swords behind those guns. At least one hand cannon, probably a few others. And definitely enough severium charges to blow a small hole in a big wall.

The Cacophony burned. I looked down. He looked back at me with his brass eyes, his brass grin. And in that voice he didn’t have, I heard him in my head.

We can kill them.

He seethed.

All of them.

I winced.

And him.

He was right. They were many and they were armed. I had just myself and the Cacophony. But together we had every black story torn from the screaming mouths that we’d left in our wake. We could kill them and him with it. We could make this city safe.

But.

A voice, not his, whispered in my head.

You can’t do both.

Through the coldness in my skin and the heat in my hand, I felt a warmth. Five little points of heat on my back, on my scar.

Where she had touched me.

I shut my eyes. I held my breath. I whispered a curse.

I made my choice.

The sky was filled with screams.

The streets were thronged with bodies.

The people ran, terrified and desperate, fleeing for their lives.

And for once, it wasn’t my fault.

Sort of, anyway. I suppose you could make the argument that this entire situation was my fault. And I would have gladly indulged you in that argument long enough to punch you. But that would have required I stop running.

I mean, it’s not like it was my idea to bomb the city.

Those citizens who hadn’t seen the flare in the sky had heard the sirens wail. Those who hadn’t heard the sirens had heard the screams of their neighbors as they fled their homes. Those who hadn’t heard either, I assume, saw the population running for their lives and screaming “We’re all going to die” and probably got the general idea.

They had packs and satchels of their belongings—they’d known this day would come since the day the cannons rolled up outside their walls. Some might have held out hope that a Freemaker’s execution would soothe tensions, but as anyone who lives in the Scar eventually learns, hope isn’t a very reliable shield.

Certainly not against a bunch of giant fucking guns.

Though they’d known this day was coming, the evacuation was not orderly in the least. They ran in a panicked surge, the only thing keeping them from trampling each other being the fact that they all moved in the same direction.

Almost all, anyway.

I was the only idiot pushing against the crowd, suffering elbows to the face and ribs and the occasional glob of saliva from anyone who could be bothered to remember that I had started this whole fucking mess. I took the injuries, to body and pride alike, without a word. I shoved my way, fought through the screaming crowds as they flooded like a tide of panic and shrieks toward the gate.

I swept my eyes over the crowd for her, but I knew she wouldn’t be there. I might have only met her yesterday, but I knew Liette’s first thoughts wouldn’t be for escape.

After all, I knew a few things about obsession.

The crowd was thickening, turning from a tide to a wall. The elbows became fists, the screams became curses, and the fear became fury. There was too much panic, too many people, no way through. I couldn’t move. They were forcing me back. I couldn’t get to her. I couldn’t—

No.

The thought punched its way through my panic and into the fore of my mind. I drew my breath in. I drew him out of his sheath.

I am not leaving here with nothing.

I pulled a shell out of my satchel, loaded it into his chamber, aimed the Cacophony toward the sky.

Not again.

I pulled the trigger. Hellfire shot into the sky and exploded above their heads. The air rushed in on a hot wind as the flame exploded in a laughing blaze. Too high to reach them, the fire nonetheless grasped for the people on red fingers. Their fear renewed, they parted around me, a terrified sea broken and flooding.

Their fear carved a road for me that I eagerly took, taking off at a sprint down the streets. The crowd thinned out with each corner I turned on my way back to her workshop. I leapt over a few fallen corpses, pushed my way through a few people moving too slow, but I didn’t think of them. I didn’t think of anything but reaching her.

I certainly didn’t think of who might have just seen that Hellfire shot.

Not until the spikes of ice came smashing down in front of me.

I whirled, the Lady’s song ringing in my ears. The mage descended from the sky. His eyes flashed with purple light, frigid winds circling his hands as the spells danced along his fingers.

I slapped a shell into the Cacophony, aimed it at him, pulled the trigger.

Nothing emerged but a click sound.

I wasn’t sure what was happening. Not until the pain hit, anyway.

He burned. Not his usual contented seethe or morbidly bemused heat. Fire shot out of his hilt, pierced through my glove, my skin, into my bones and blood. His heat raced through my arm, tore a scream out of my lungs and sent me to my knees.

I had insulted him. We’d come here to kill Zanze and, when I had him right there, I’d turned and run. He was furious. Furious enough not to fire.

Which was a touch inconvenient, what with the mage about to kill me.

“Have you not done enough?” he snarled as he descended from the sky. “Was it not enough to violate your oath to the Imperium, Vagrant? Was it not enough to use your arts for profit and crime?” The light behind his eyes intensified. “Now you’ve robbed us of an Imperial Judge.”

I fought through the pain to get to my feet. With numb lips I muttered pleas, prayers, curses, whatever he wanted.

Just let me get back to her, I thought. Just let me not lose one thing for once.

“She was a paragon of the Imperium. Just, loyal, merciful.” The mage raised his hands over his head. The frigid winds coalesced into a gigantic spike of ice. “You will find I lack that latter virtue.”

I couldn’t run from him. Not with the pain still wracking me. I reached for my blade with shaking hands. Not much it would do against a mage, but I had to try.

I raised the weapon, trembling in my grip. I watched the ice sharpen itself to a fine point. From somewhere far away, I heard the sound of an explosion, the sound of whistling, the sound of something growing closer.

A blade won’t do much good against a mage, like I said.

But a giant severium charge fired from a huge fucking cannon?

That might do the trick.

The mage glanced up. I started running. A burning boulder came plummeting out of the sky, its whistling shriek tearing through the clouds. I didn’t turn around as I felt the earth shake with the impact, shards of stone and flame kissing my back as I kept fleeing, a fiery wind blowing over me.

Cannon fire kept falling from the sky. The street erupted in columns of severium-tinged fire. Statues and columns were smashed to rubble, collapsing in a chorus of groaning stone. Houses burst into flame as the charges struck them.

It was a miracle I found her workshop still standing.

Mostly, anyway.

Flames lapped against it, threatening to consume it. I kicked down the door, found the inside choked with smoke. The reek of spilled inks and alchemics filled the air. Papers curled and blackened at the edges from the heat.

And at the center of it all, I found the tiny girl with the big glasses, madly trying to save it all.

“LIETTE!” I screamed. “The Revolution started bombing the city!”

“Yes, I could tell by the bombs,” she shouted back, sneering.

“We have to go!” I seized her by the arm, she pulled against me.

“Not yet!” she screamed. “I can’t find the rest of my notes. I can’t remember what sigils I made to animate the body.”

“Who gives a shit?”

“I was so close!” Her movements were frenzied, her eyes wide as she pulled against me. “Do you understand what I did? I almost brought a man back to life! Full mobility, partial personality restoration, I was so close! I WAS SO CLOSE!”

“He was just a corpse.” I pulled harder on her. “You’ll be one, too, if you don’t move!”

“You don’t understand,” she said.

“I do.” I pulled the collar of my shirt down, exposing the top of the scar that ran across my chest, the scar that she had touched, that she had kissed. “More than anyone, I do.”

“Then understand this,” she snarled back at me, finally tearing free. “Understand why I can’t let this go. Why I can’t leave without my notes. Would you leave without killing that man?”

I stared at her for a long moment. With the smoke filling my nose. With the pain coursing through my body. With her wide, desperate eyes held in my own.

“I just did.”

I held my hand out, trembling with pain, stained with blood.

“To come back.”

She stared from my eyes to my hand. The fear, the desperation, everything ebbed out of her stare. And what was left behind, magnified by the lenses of her glasses…

I don’t know if it was worth letting Zanze live for.

But it was worth coming back for.

She closed her eyes. She took my hand. Together, we stepped out into hell.

And ran.







NINE

Far below, a city burned. A great pillar of flame rose from inside its crumbling walls, clawing hungrily for a black sky staring impassively down upon it, an altar of flame reaching to a distant heaven. And like sacrifices, the dead littered the land around it. Cannon fire tore through the sky, met by frost and flame and whatever other spells were hurled in retaliation. Through blackened mud and burning plain, their soldiers clashed with blade and pike and tore each other to pieces. Carnage, ablaze and bloody, sprawled across the earth.

Liette regarded the scene and pushed her glasses farther up her nose.

“I suppose it could be worse.”

I looked up at her through one eye, blood weeping into the other, as I wiped my blade clean of the bits of soldier I had carved through to get us here. I coughed, my breath tinged with smoke, and sniffed, my nose still full of ash.

“How do you figure?” I asked. “There were a lot of people I had to fight through to get to you.”

“The folly of a city with only two gates. Last Word had been losing citizens at a rate of roughly twenty per month since the Imperial and Revolutionary forces arrived,” Liette replied. “That increased to roughly one hundred per week after the Gallicus incident. I suspect whoever remained escaped before the cannons began firing or were guards or other administrative workers. All told, I would put all nonmilitary casualties at roughly under one hundred.”

“That’s… good?” I glanced back at my sword, sighed at my own weary reflection. “They’ve lost their homes, though, maybe everything.”

“Possibly,” Liette replied.

“And you lost your—”

“I did.” She held up a hand to cut me off. “But I can rebuild. Everything I’m capable of. Most of it, anyway.”

I finished wiping my blade clean, checked it for nicks and damage. “You make it sound easy.”

“If you happen to be an incredible genius possessed of the only mind in the Scar—indeed, perhaps the world—of coming close to resurrecting the dead, it is.” Liette turned toward me, adjusted her glasses. “It’s me, by the way. I’m the one who is an incredible genius.”

“Yeah, no, I got that.”

I sheathed my sword, set it aside. I cast my eyes out over Last Word and felt a stab in my chest. It wasn’t the first city to be destroyed in the Scar—hell, it wasn’t even the first city I had had a hand in destroying. But I couldn’t fight the thought that crept into my head.

He got away.

I had come here for a name on a list. I had come to kill a man, a man who was already slated to die, and still hadn’t been able to finish him. I couldn’t even be satisfied that he was dead by someone else’s hand.

He’d escaped. I knew he had. The minute his escort had turned their backs, he’d have taken a new shape and escaped. Hell, maybe he had been someone in the crowd I had fought through. Maybe even now he was one of these birds perched in the dead trees surrounding me, waiting for the fighting to stop so they could feast on the carcasses left behind.

Worse, I didn’t even know what his plan was. Why had he wanted Gallicus’s body? What did the people he worked for want to do with it?

All I had been left with was more questions. And a pile of ashes that had once been a city. And my aching scars. And the Cacophony, seething angrily in his sheath.

Perhaps it had been for nothing. Perhaps that was just what this whole vile business was. A lot of blood and pain and fire and, at the end, nothing. No names crossed off my list. No revenge. Not even a—

I paused as I felt someone sit down beside me. Liette curled her arm around mine. She laid her head against my shoulder. She closed her eyes and breathed softly and she was so warm.

And I smiled, without knowing it.

She was right. It could have been worse.

I put my arm around her. I pulled her close to me. Together, we watched the flames rise.

And everything hurt a little less.
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Acclaimed author Sam Sykes returns with a brilliant new epic fantasy that introduces an unforgettable outcast mage caught between two warring empires.

Her magic was stolen. She was left for dead.

Betrayed by those she trusts most and her magic ripped from her, Sal the Cacophony has nothing left but her name, her story, and the weapon she used to carve both. But she has a will stronger than magic and knows exactly where to go.

The Scar is a land torn between powerful empires, where rogue mages go to disappear, disgraced soldiers go to die, and Sal goes with a blade, a gun, and a list of seven names.

Revenge will be its own reward.

ONE

HIGHTOWER

Everyone loved a good execution.

From the walls of Imperial Cathama to the farthest reach of the Revolution, there was no citizen of the Scar who could think of a finer way to spend an afternoon than watching the walls get painted with bits of dissidents. And behind the walls of Revolutionary Hightower that day, there was an electricity in the air felt by every citizen.

Crowds gathered to watch the dirt, still damp from yesterday’s execution, be swept away from the stake. The firing squad sat nearby, polishing their gunpikes and placing bets on who would hit the heart of the poor asshole who got tied up today. Merchants barked nearby, selling everything from refreshments to souvenirs so people could remember this day where everyone got off work for a few short hours to see another enemy of the Revolution be strung up and gunned down.

Not like there was a hell of a lot else to do in Hightower lately.

For her part, Governor-Militant Tretta Stern did her best to ignore all of it: the crowds gathering beneath her window outside the prison, their voices crowing for blood, the wailing children and the laughing men. She kept her focus on the image in the mirror as she straightened her uniform’s blue coat. Civilians could be excused such craven bloodlust. Officers of the Revolution answered a higher call.

Her black hair, severely short-cropped and oiled against her head, was befitting an officer. Jacket cinched tight, trousers pressed and belted, saber at her hip, all without a trace of dust, lint, or rust. And most crucially, the face that had sent a hundred foes to the grave with a word stared back at her, unflinching.

One might wonder what the point in getting dressed up for an execution was; after all, it wasn’t like the criminal scum who would be buried in a shallow grave in six hours would give a shit. But being an officer of the Revolution meant upholding certain standards. And Tretta hadn’t earned her post by being slack.

She took a moment to adjust the medals on her lapel before leaving her quarters. Two guards fired off crisp salutes before straightening their gunpikes and marching exactly three rigid paces behind her. Morning sunlight poured in through the windows as they marched down the stairs to Cadre Command. Guards and officers alike called to attention at her passing, raising arms as they saluted. She offered a cursory nod in response, bidding them at ease as she made her way to the farthest door of the room.

The guard stationed there glanced up. “Governor-Militant,” he acknowledged, saluting.

“Sergeant,” Tretta replied. “How have you found the prisoner?”

“Recalcitrant and disrespectful,” he said. “The prisoner began the morning by hurling the assigned porridge at the guard detail, spewing several obscenities, and making forceful suggestions as to the professional and personal conduct of the guard’s mother.” He sniffed, lip curling. “In summation, more or less what we’d expect from a Vagrant.”

Tretta spared an impressed look. Considering the situation, she had expected much worse.

She made a gesture. The guard complied, unlocking the massive iron door and pushing it open. She and her escorts descended into the darkness of Hightower’s prison, and the silence of empty cells greeted her.

Like all Revolutionary outposts, Hightower had been built to accommodate prisoners: Imperium aggressors, counterrevolutionaries, bandit outlaws, and even the occasional Vagrant. Unlike most Revolutionary outposts, Hightower was far away from any battleground in the Scar and didn’t see much use for its cells. Any captive outlaw tended to be executed in fairly short order for crimes against the Revolution, as the civilians tended to become restless without the entertainment.

In all her time stationed at Hightower, Tretta had visited the prison exactly twice, including today. The first time had been to offer an Imperium spy posing as a bandit clemency in exchange for information. Thirty minutes later, she put him in front of the firing squad. Up until then, he’d been the longest-serving captive in Hightower.

Thus far, her current prisoner had broken the record by two days.

The interrogation room lay at the very end of the row of cells, another iron door flanked by two guards. Both fired off a salute as they pulled open the door, its hinges groaning.

Twenty feet by twenty feet, possessed of nothing more than a table with two chairs and a narrow slit of a window by which to catch a beam of light, the interrogation room was little more than a slightly larger cell with a slightly nicer door. The window, set high up near the ceiling, afforded no ventilation and the room was stifling hot.

Not that you’d know it from looking at the prisoner.

A woman—perhaps in her late twenties, Tretta suspected—sat at one end of the table. Dressed in dirty trousers and boots to match, the sleeves and hem of her white shirt cut to bare the tattoos racing down her forearms and most of the great scar that wended its way from her collarbone down to her belly; it was the sort of garish garb you’d expect to find on a Vagrant. Her hair, Imperial white, was shorn roughly on the sides and tied back in an unruly tail. And despite the suffocating heat, she was calm, serene, and pale as ice.

There was nothing about this woman that Tretta didn’t despise.

She didn’t look up as the Governor-Militant entered, paid no heed to the pair of armed men trailing behind her. Her hands, manacled together, rested patiently atop the table. Even when Tretta took a seat across from her, she hardly seemed to notice. The prisoner’s eyes, pale and as blue as shallow water, seemed to be looking somewhere else. Her face, thin and sharp and marred by a long scar over her right eye, seemed unperturbed by her imminent gruesome death.

That galled Tretta more than she would have liked to admit.

The Governor-Militant leaned forward, steepling her fingers in front of her, giving the woman a chance to realize what a world of shit she was in. But after a minute of silence, she merely held out one hand. A sheaf of papers appeared there a moment later, thrust forward by one of her guards. She laid it out before her and idly flipped through it.

“I won’t tell you that you can save yourself,” she said after a time. “An officer of the Revolution speaks only truths.” She glanced up at the woman, who did not react. “Within six hours, you’ll be executed for crimes against the Glorious Revolution of the Fist and Flame. Nothing you can say will change this fact. You deserve to die for your crimes.” She narrowed her eyes. “And you will.”

The woman, at last, reacted. Her manacles rattled a little as she reached up and scratched at the scars on her face.

Tretta sneered and continued. “What you can change,” she said, “is how quickly it goes. The Revolution is not beyond mercy.” She flipped to a page, held it up before her. “In exchange for information regarding the events of the week of Masens eleventh through twentieth, up to and including the massacre of the township of Stark’s Mutter, the destruction of the freehold of Lowstaff, and the disappearance of Revolutionary Low Sergeant Cavric Proud, I am willing to guarantee, on behalf of the Cadre, a swift and humane death.”

She set the paper aside, leaned forward. The woman stared just to the left of Tretta’s gaze.

“A lot of people are dead because of you,” Tretta said. “One of our soldiers is missing because of you. Before these six hours are up and you’re dead and buried, two things are going to happen: I’m going to find out precisely what happened and you’re going to decide whether you go by a single bullet or a hundred blades.” She laid her hands flat on the table. “What you say next will determine how much blood we see today. Think very carefully before you speak.”

At this, the woman finally looked into Tretta’s eyes. No fear there, she looked calm and placid as ever. And when she spoke, it was weakly.

“May I,” she said, “have a drink?”

Tretta blinked. “A drink.”

The woman smiled softly at her manacled hands. “It’s hot.”

Tretta narrowed her eyes but made a gesture all the same. One of her guards slipped out the door, returning a moment later with a jug and a glass. He filled it, slid it over to the prisoner. She took it up and sipped at it, smacked her lips, then looked down at the glass.

“The fuck is this?” she asked.

Tretta furrowed her brow. “Water. What else would it be?”

“I was figuring gin or something,” she said.

“You asked for water.”

“I asked for a drink,” the woman shot back. “With all the fuss you’re making about how you’re going to kill me, I thought you’d at least send me out with something decent. Don’t I get a final request?”

Tretta’s face screwed up in offense. “No.”

The woman made a pouting face. “I would in Cathama.”

“You’re not in Cathama,” Tretta snarled. “You’re not anywhere near the Imperium and the only imperialist scum within a thousand miles are all buried in graves beside the one I intend to put you in.”

“Yeah, you’ve been pretty clear on that,” the woman replied, making a flippant gesture. “Crimes against the Revolution and so on. Not that I’d ever call you a liar, madam, but are you sure you’ve got the right girl? There’s plenty of scum in the Scar who must have offended you worse than me.”

“I am certain.” Tretta seized the papers, flipped to a page toward the front. “Prisoner number fifteen-fifteen-five, alias”—she glared over the paper at the woman—“Sal the Cacophony.”

Sal’s lip curled into a crooked grin. She made as elegant a bow as one could when manacled and sitting in a chair.

“Madam.”

“Real identity unknown, place of birth unknown, hometown unknown,” Tretta continued, reading from the paper. “Professed occupation: bounty hunter.”

“I prefer ‘manhunter.’ Sounds more dramatic.”

“Convicted—recently—of murder in twelve townships, arson in three freeholds, unlawful possession of Revolutionary Relics, heresy against Haven, petty larceny—”

“There was nothing petty about that larceny.” She reached forward. “Let me see that sheet.”

“—blasphemy, illegal use of magic, kidnapping, extortion, and so on and so on and so on.” Tretta slammed the paper down against the table. “In short, everything I would expect from a common Vagrant. And like a common Vagrant, I expect not a damn soul in the Scar is going to shed a tear over what puts you in the ground. But what makes you different is that you’ve got the chance to do something vaguely good before you die, which is a sight more than what your fellow scum get before the birds pick their corpses clean.”

She clenched her jaw, spat her next words. “So, if you’ve got any decency left to your name, however fake it might be, you’ll tell me what happened. In Stark’s Mutter, in Lowstaff, and to my soldier, Cavric Proud.”

Sal pursed her lips, regarded Tretta through an ice-water stare. She stiffened in her chair and Tretta matched her pose. The two women stared each other down for a moment, as though either of them expected the other to tear out a blade and start swinging.

As it was, Tretta nearly did just that when Sal finally broke the silence.

“Have you seen many Vagrants dead, madam?” she asked, voice soft.

“Many,” Tretta replied, terse.

“When they died, what did they say?”

Tretta narrowed her eyes. “Cursing, mostly. Cursing the Imperium they served, cursing the luck that sent them to me, cursing me for sending them back to the hell that spawned them.”

“I guess no one ever knows what their last words will be.” Sal traced a finger across the scar over her eye, her eyes fixed on some distant spot beyond the walls of her cell. “But I know mine won’t be cursing.” She clicked her tongue. “I’ll tell you what you want to know, madam, about Lowstaff, about Cavric, everything. I’ll give you everything you want and you can put a bullet in my head or cut it off or have me torn apart by birds. I won’t protest. All I ask is one thing.”

Tretta tensed and reached for her saber as Sal leaned across the table. And a grin as long and sharp as a blade etched itself across her face.

“Remember my last words.”

Tretta didn’t achieve her rank by indulging prisoners, let alone ones as vile as a Vagrant. She achieved it through the support and respect of the men and women who saluted her every morning. And she didn’t get that by letting their fates go unknown.

And so, for the sake of them and the Revolution she served, she nodded. And the Vagrant leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes.

“It started,” she said softly, “with the last rain.”

TWO

RIN’S SUMP

You ever want to know what a man is made of, you do three things.

First, you see what he does when the weather turns nasty.

When it rains in Cathama, the pampered Imperials crowd beneath the awnings in their cafés and wait for their mages to change the skies. When it snows in Haven, they file right into church and thank their Lord for it. And when it gets hot in Weiless, as you know, they ascribe the sun to an Imperial plot and vow to redouble their Revolutionary efforts.

But in the Scar? When it pours rain and thunders so hard that you swim through the streets and can’t hear yourself drown? Well, they just pull their cloaks tighter and keep going.

And that’s just what I was doing that night when I got into this whole mess.

Rin’s Sump, as you can guess by the name, was the sort of town where rain didn’t bother people much. Even when lightning flashed so bright you’d swear it was day, life in the Scar was hard enough that a little apocalyptic weather wouldn’t hinder anyone. And as the streets turned to mud under their feet and the roofs shook beneath the weight of the downpour, the people of the township just tucked their chins into their coats, pulled their hats down low, and kept going about their business.

Just like I was doing. One more shapeless, sexless figure in the streets, hidden beneath a cloak and a scarf pulled around her head. No one raised a brow at my white hair, looked at me like they were guessing what I had under my cloak, or even so much as glanced at me. They had their own shit to deal with that night.

Which was fine by me. So did I. And the kind of shit I got into, I could always use a few less eyes on me.

Every other house in Rin’s Sump was dark as night, but the tavern—a dingy little two-story shack at the center of town—was lit up. Light shone bright enough to illuminate the dirt on the windows, the stripped paint on the front, and the ugly sign swinging on squeaky hinges: RALP’S LAST RESORT.

Apt name.

And it proved even more apt when I pushed the door open and took a glance inside.

Standing there, sopping wet, water dripping off me to form a small ocean around my boots, I imagined I looked a little like a dead cat hauled out of an outhouse. And I still looked a damn sight better than the inside of that bar.

A fine layer of dust tried nobly to obscure a much-less-fine layer of splinters over the ill-tended-to chairs and tables lining the common hall. A stage that probably once had hosted a variety of bad acts now stood dark; a single voccaphone stood in their place, playing a tune that was popular back when the guy who wrote it was still alive. Rooms upstairs had probably once held a few prostitutes, if there ever were prostitutes luckless enough to work a township like this. I’d have called the place a mausoleum if it weren’t for the people, but they looked like they might have found a crypt a little cozier.

There were a few kids—two boys, a girl—in the back, sipping on whatever bottle of swill they could afford and staring at the table. Laborers, I wagered—some young punks the locals used for cheap jobs with cheap pay to buy cheap liquor. And behind the bar was a large man in dirty clothes, idly rubbing the only clean glass in the place with a cloth.

He set that glass down as I approached. The cloth he had been polishing it with was likely used to polish something else, if the grime around the glass was any evidence.

No matter. I wouldn’t need to be here long.

Ralp—I assumed—didn’t bother asking me what I wanted. In the Scar, you’re lucky if they give you a choice of two drinks. And if you had any luck at all, you didn’t wind up in a place called Rin’s Sump.

He reached for a cask behind the bar but stopped as I cleared my throat and shot him a warning glare. With a nod, he held up a bottle of whiskey—Avonin & Sons, by the look of the black label—and looked at me for approval. I nodded, tossed a silver knuckle on the counter. He didn’t start pouring until he picked it up, made sure it was real, and pocketed it.

“Passing through?” he asked, with the kind of tone that suggested habit more than interest.

“Does anyone ever stay?” I asked back, taking a sip of bitter brown.

“Only if they make enough mistakes.” Ralp shot a pointed glance to the youths drinking in the corner. “Your first was stopping in here instead of moving on. Roads are going to be mud for days after this. No one’s getting out without a bird.”

“I’ve got a mount,” I said, grinning over my glass. “And here I thought you’d be happy for a little extra money.”

“Won’t turn down metal,” Ralp said. He eyed me over, raising a brow as it seemed to suddenly dawn on him that I was a woman under that wet, stinking cloak. “But if you really want to make me happy—”

“I’ll tell you what.” I held up a finger. “Finishing that thought might make you happy in the short term, but keeping it to yourself will make you not get punched in the mouth in the long term.” I smiled as sweetly as a woman with my kinds of scars could. “A simple pleasure, sir, but a lasting one.”

Ralp glanced me over again, rubbed his mouth thoughtfully, and bobbed his head. “Yeah, I’d say you’re right about that.”

“But I do have something just as good.” I tossed another three knuckles onto the bar. As he reached for them, I slammed something else in front of him. “That is, assuming you can make me happy.”

I unfolded the paper, slid it over. Scrawled in ink across its yellow surface was a leering mask of an opera actor upon a head full of wild hair, tastefully framed in a black box with a very large sum written beneath it and the words DEATH WARRANT above it.

“Son of a bitch!” Ralp’s eyebrows rose, along with his voice. “You’re looking for that son of a bitch?”

I held a finger to my lips, glanced out the corner of my eye. The youths hadn’t seemed to notice that particular outburst, their eyes still on their bottle.

“He has a name,” I said. “Daiga the Phantom. What do you know about him?”

When you’re in my line of work, you start to read faces pretty well. You can tell who the liars are just by looking at them. And I could tell by the wrinkles around Ralp’s eyes and mouth that he was used to smiling big and wide. Which meant he had to have told a few lies in his day, probably most of them to himself.

That didn’t make him good at it.

“Nothing,” he said. “I’ve heard the name, but nothing else.”

“Nothing else?”

“I know whatever they’re offering for his death can’t be worth what he can do.” Ralp looked at me pointedly.

I looked back. And I, just as pointedly, pulled my cloak aside to reveal the hilt of the sword at my hip.

“He has something I want,” I replied.

“Hope you find someone else who can find it.” He searched for something to busy his hands, eventually settling on one of the many dirty glasses and began to polish it. “I don’t know anything of mages, let alone Vagrants like that… man. They’re funny stories you tell around the bar. I haven’t had enough customers for that in a long time.” He sniffed. “Truth is, madam, I don’t know that I’d even notice if someone like that showed up around here.”

“Birdshit.” I leaned in even closer, hissing through my teeth, “I’ve been here three days and the most exciting thing I’ve seen was an old man accusing his wine bottle of lechery.”

“He has a condition—”

“And before I came in here, I glanced around back and saw your shipment.” I narrowed my eyes. “Lot of crates of wine for a man with no customers. Where are you sending them?”

Ralp stared at the bar. “I don’t know. But if you don’t get out, I’ll call the peacekeepers and—”

“Ralp,” I said, frowning. “I’m going to be sad if you make me hurt you over lies this pathetic.”

“I said I don’t know,” he muttered. “Someone else picks them up.”

“Who? What’s Daiga using them for?”

“I don’t know any of that, either. I try to know as little as fucking possible about that freak or any other freak like him.” All pretenses gone, there was real fear in his eyes. “I don’t make it my business to know anything about no mage, Vagrant or otherwise. It’s not healthy.”

“But you’ll take his metal all the same, I see.”

“I took your metal, too. The rest of the Scar might be flush with gold, but Rin’s Sump is dry as six-day-old birdshit. If a Vagrant gives me money for not asking questions, I’m all too fucking happy to do it.”

“Yeah?”

I pulled the other side of my cloak back, revealing another hilt of a very different weapon. Carved wood, black and shiny as sin, not so much as a splinter out of place. Brass glimmered like it just wanted me to take it out and show it off.

At my hip, I could feel the gun burning, begging to be unleashed.

“As it turns out, asking questions makes me unhappy, too, Ralp. What do you suppose we do about that?”

Sweat appeared on Ralp’s brow. He licked his lips, looked wild-eyed at my piece before he looked right back into the ugliest grin I could manage.

Don’t get me wrong, I didn’t feel particularly great about doing something as pedestrian as flashing a gun. It feels so terribly dramatic, and not in the good way. But you must believe me: I was expecting this to go smoothly. I hadn’t prepared anything cleverer at the time. And, if I’m honest, this particular gun makes one hell of a statement.

I certainly wasn’t going to feel bad about this.

Behind me, I could hear a hammer click. Cold metal pressed against the back of my neck.

“I got some ideas,” someone grunted.

Now this I might feel bad about.

Ralp backed away from the bar—though not before he scooped up the knuckles I left there, the shit—and scampered away to a back room. I let my hands lie flat on the table, my body still as a statue as I stood there.

“The Phantom doesn’t like people asking about him.” Male voice. Young. I could tell that even without him prodding me with the weapon like it was something else. “Thinks it’s terrible rude. I happen to agree with him.”

“As do I,” I replied, keeping my voice soft. “I must seem even more rude right now, keeping my back to you.” I spoke slowly, calmly. “I’m going to turn around and face you.”

“N-no!” His voice cracked a little. “Don’t do that.”

I was already doing it, though. I kept my eyes open, my lips pursed, my face the very picture of serenity as I pushed the scarf back over my head.

Not that I felt serene, mind you. My heart was hammering my ribs at that moment—you never get too used to having a gun jammed in your face, no matter how many times it happens. But it had happened enough times that I had learned a few things: I could tell a shaky hand by the feel of a barrel against my head; I could tell how far back a hammer was pulled by the sound.

And I knew that, if someone was intent on killing you, you damn well better make them look you in the eye while they do it.

When I turned around, I recognized the youth from the table—some soft-faced, wide-eyed punk with a mess of hair and a cluster of acne on his cheeks. He had a hand cannon leveled at my face. The other boy and the girl stood behind him, holding a pair of autobows and pretending to know how to use them.

Good weapons—too good for this hole masquerading as a township. It was unheard of to even see a weapon using severium this far away from a major city. But good weapons didn’t make good fighters. I saw their eyes darting nervously around, their hands quivering, too small to hold steel that heavy.

“You’re young,” I observed.

“Yeah? What of it?” the kid asked.

“Too soft to be working for a Vagrant,” I said. “Daiga must be desperate.”

“The Phantom’s not desperate!” He tried to sound convincing, but the crack in his voice was anything but. “He’s just on the run. He’s going to get out of this shithole soon enough and take us with him when he does.”

“Yeah,” the girl growled from behind him. “He’s going to show us magic, teach us how to be mages like him. We already hit an Imperial caravan with him! Scored a haul like—”

“I’m sure he was very impressed.” I kept my eyes locked firmly on those of the kid in front of me, pointedly looking past the barrel. “Why else would he have given you the very important task of picking up his wine?”

“Shut up!” the kid all but screeched. “Shut your fucking mouth! The Phantom—”

“Daiga,” I corrected.

“The Phantom said to kill anyone who came asking after him, any Imperial or… or… Revolutionary or…”

“Child,” I said. “I’m no Imperial, no Revolutionary. Daiga’s no hero who can get you out of here.” I stared into his eyes, forced myself not to blink. “And you’re no killer.”

His hands shook a little. Arm was getting tired. He held the hand cannon up higher to compensate.

“You’ve got a shit deal here,” I said. “I know. But pulling that trigger isn’t going to make it better.” I took a breath. “Put it down.”

Second thing you do to see what a man is made of, you put a weapon in his hands.

If he’s got any sense, he’ll put it right back down. If you’re fresh out of luck, he’ll hold it as tenderly as he would hold his wife. But as much as I don’t believe in luck, I believe in sensible people even less, so most of the time you get people like this kid: scared, powerless, thinking a piece of metal that makes loud noises will make anything different.

So when he realized it wouldn’t, when his arm dipped just a little, I knew I had this.

I grabbed him by the wrist, pushed the cannon away, and twisted his arm behind his back in one swift movement. He screamed as I pulled him close against me, circled my other arm around his neck, and looked over his shoulder at his friends. They hadn’t even raised their autobows before they realized what I had done.

“Listen up,” I snarled. “You want to put holes in your friend, you pull the triggers right now. You want everyone to come out of this alive, you put those things down and tell me where Daiga’s hiding out.”

I watched them intently, waiting for them to realize the shit they were in, waiting for them to drop their gazes, then their weapons.

Only, they didn’t.

They looked nervously at each other, saw the fear in each other’s eyes, fed off it. They raised their weapons, pointed them at me, fingers on the triggers. They took aim like they thought they wouldn’t hit their friend.

And that’s when I knew this whole thing had just gone to shit.

I shoved the kid out of the way just as I heard the air go alive with the screaming of autobows. Tiny motors whirred as they cried out, bolts flying from thrumming strings. Their shots went wide, missing both of us. I leapt behind the bar, ducked beneath it.

I heard wood splinter as they fired, bolt after bolt, into the wood, like they hoped the bar would just disintegrate if they poured enough metal into it. Sooner or later, they’d run out of ammunition, but I couldn’t wait for that.

Especially not once I heard the hand cannon go off.

A colossal flash of fire lit up the room. The ancient reek of severium smoke filled the air. And a gaping hole was now where half a bar had once been.

I pulled my scarf low against a shower of smoking splinters raining over me. He held a primate’s weapon—those things were just as likely to explode as fire—but it made a lot of noise and did a lot of damage, so I imagined he didn’t give a shit.

Besides, as I heard him reloading, I came to the same realization that he no doubt had.

He only needed to hit once. And I only had half a bar left to hide behind.

I pulled my gun free from its holster and it greeted me, all bright and shiny and eager to please. It burned warm, a seething joy coursing through my glove and into my palm. His bright brass barrel, carved like a dragon’s mouth, grinned at me as if to ask what fun thing we were about to do.

I hate to disappoint him.

Another hand went into the bag at my hip. The shells met my fingers. Across each of their cases, engraved in the silver, I could feel the writing. I ran my hands over each one, mouthing the letters as I did.

Hellfire—too deadly. Hoarfrost—too slow. Discordance—there’s my girl.

I pulled it out, flipped the gun’s chamber open, slid the Discordance shell in. I drew the hammer back, counted to three, then rose up behind the bar.

And, for the briefest of moments, I saw the look on the kid’s face. I’ve seen it a thousand times before and it never gets old. Eyes go wide, mouth goes slack as they stare down the barrel of my gun and, with numb lips, whisper the same word.

They knew his name.

I didn’t aim; with Discordance, you don’t have to. I pulled the trigger, laid the shot right beneath their feet. The bullet streaked out. An instant later, it hit the wood. And an instant after that?

Well, I guess I ruined Ralp’s bar.

The spell kicked in as soon as metal hit wood. There was a flash of bright light. Then the air swelled and tore itself apart as a noise so loud it took on a rippling, shimmering shape exploded out into a sphere.

The kids were hurled aside. They flew like they had wings, tumbling through the air along with the shattered floorboards and chairs. Their screams would be drowned out by the spell if they had any breath left to make them. The girl struck the railing to the stairs and tumbled down them bonelessly. The boy skidded across the tables before coming to a halt against the wall.

When I hopped over the bar, I surveyed the wreckage. Tables were shattered, chairs were splintered, and where the bullet had struck, the floorboards had been torn up and the earth had been carved into a perfectly smooth bowl.

Discordance is a hell of a spell: not lethal, but hurts enough that you might wish it were. Imperials used to use it to suppress riots in the colonies before the riots became revolutions and nonlethal spells weren’t cutting it.

I found the kid lying next to the door, breathing shallowly. I glanced at his friends long enough to make sure they were, too. Might have been stupid to leave them like that, but I won’t have it said that I was so stupid I couldn’t think of a way to stop a bunch of punks without killing them.

Of course, they didn’t need to know that, did they?

I grabbed the kid by the lapel of his coat, slammed him against the wall, put my big, grinning gun in his face.

“Daiga tell you what this is?” I pressed the barrel up under his chin. “Daiga tell you about me?”

The kid, wide-eyed and slack-jawed, nodded feverishly back at me.

“You know what I’ve done with this, then,” I snarled. “You know I’m not going to ask you again. Where is he?”

“T-the old ruins,” he stammered. “Four hours east of here, at the foot of the mountain. I… I can show you if you—”

“I don’t.” I threw him to the ground. “I’m going to let you live, child. But you’re going to do something for me.”

“Y-yeah! Anything!”

“First, you’re going to tell me what you do for a living.”

“I’m an apprentice!” he said. “Scribe’s apprentice!”

“You need both hands for that?”

He looked at me weird. “Uh, no?”

And then he screamed as I brought the heel of my boot down on his hand and heard each finger break under it.

I suppose it would have been more poetic to make him swear to give up his life of crime. In truth, I’d tried that before in my more callow days. Enough scars and mistakes later, I learned that experience teaches best.

I didn’t kill kids, sure, but I also didn’t let them put weapons in my face and walk away unscathed, either.

“Second,” I said, leaning down. “You’re going to tell me what you’re going to tell your peacekeepers when they ask you who did this.”

Last thing you do if you want to know what a man is made of, you look him dead in the eye and listen when he says your name.

And the kid fumbled around it for a while, trying to find his way around the fear in his eyes and the pain in his hand, before he said to me:

“Sal the Cacophony.”

He sounded like he was going to piss himself.

I put my weapon away, pulled my scarf back up over my head, and made my way back out into the storm. There were going to be a lot of people here before too long with a lot of questions. I didn’t have time for that.

I had a mage to kill, after all.
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PROLOGUE

You stand on a rocky outcrop, riddled with tunnels like the other hills, and look over Guerdon. From here, you see the heart of the old city, its palaces and churches and towers reaching up like the hands of a man drowning, trying to break free of the warren of alleyways and hovels that surrounds them. Guerdon has always been a place in tension with itself, a city built atop its own previous incarnations yet denying them, striving to hide its past mistakes and present a new face to the world. Ships throng the island-spangled harbour between two sheltering headlands, bringing traders and travellers from across the world. Some will settle here, melding into the eternal, essential Guerdon.

Some will come not as travellers, but as refugees. You stand as testament to the freedom that Guerdon offers: freedom to worship, freedom from tyranny and hatred. Oh, this freedom is conditional, uncertain—the city has, in its time, chosen tyrants and fanatics and monsters to rule it, and you have been part of that, too—but the sheer weight of the city, its history and its myriad peoples always ensure that it slouches back eventually into comfortable corruption, where anything is permissible if you’ve got money.

Some will come as conquerors, drawn by that wealth. You were born in such a conflict, the spoils of a victory. Sometimes, the conquerors stay and are slowly absorbed into the city’s culture. Sometimes, they raze what they can and move on, and Guerdon grows again from the ashes and rubble, incorporating the scar tissue into the living city.

You are aware of all this, as well as certain other things, but you cannot articulate how. You know, for example, that two Tallowmen guards patrol your western side, moving with the unearthly speed and grace of their kind. The dancing flames inside their heads illuminate a row of carvings on your flank, faces of long-dead judges and politicians immortalised in stone while their mortal remains have long since gone down the corpse shafts. The Tallowmen jitter by, and turn right down Mercy Street, passing the arch of your front door beneath the bell tower.

You are aware, too, of another patrol coming up behind you.

And in that gap, in the shadows, three thieves creep up on you. The first darts out of the mouth of an alleyway and scales your outer wall. Ragged hands find purchase in the cracks of your crumbling western side with inhuman quickness. He scampers across the low roof, hiding behind gargoyles and statues when the second group of Tallowmen pass by. Even if they’d looked up with their flickering fiery eyes, they’d have seen nothing amiss.

Something in the flames of the Tallowmen should disquiet you, but you are incapable of that or any other emotion.

The ghoul boy comes to a small door, used only by workmen cleaning the lead tiles of the roof. You know—again, you don’t know how you know—that this door is unlocked, that the guard who should have locked it was bribed to neglect that part of his duties tonight. The ghoul boy tries the door, and it opens silently. Yellow-brown teeth gleam in the moonlight.

Back to the edge of the roof. He checks for the tell-tale light of the Tallowmen on the street, then drops a rope down. Another thief emerges from the same alleyway and climbs. The ghoul hauls up the rope, grabs her hand and pulls her out of sight in the brief gap between patrols. As she touches your walls, you know her to be a stranger to the city, a nomad girl, a runaway. You have not seen her before, but a flash of anger runs through you at her touch as you share, impossibly, in her emotion.

You have never felt this or anything else before, and wonder at it. Her hatred is not directed at you, but at the man who compels her to be here tonight, but you still marvel at it as the feeling travels the length of your roof-ridge.

The girl is familiar. The girl is important.

You hear her heart beating, her shallow, nervous breathing, feel the weight of the dagger in its sheathe pressing against her leg. There is, however, something missing about her. Something incomplete.

She and the ghoul boy vanish in through the open door, hurrying through your corridors and rows of offices, then down the side stairs back to ground level. There are more guards inside, humans—but they’re stationed at the vaults on the north side, beneath your grand tower, not here in this hive of paper and records; the two thieves remain unseen as they descend. They come to one of your side doors, used by clerks and scribes during the day. It’s locked and bolted and barred, but the girl picks the lock even as the ghoul scrabbles at the bolts. Now the door’s unlocked, but they don’t open it yet. The girl presses her eye to the keyhole and watches, waits, until the Tallowmen pass by again. Her hand fumbles at her throat, as if looking for a necklace that usually rests there, but her neck is bare. She scowls, and the flash of anger at the theft thrills you.

You are aware of the ghoul, of his physical presence within you, but you feel the girl far more keenly, share her fretful excitement as she waits for the glow of the Tallowmen candles to diminish. This, she fears, is the most dangerous part of the whole business.

She’s wrong.

Again, the Tallowmen turn the corner onto Mercy Street. You want to reassure her that she is safe, that they are out of sight, but you cannot find your voice. No matter—she opens the door a crack and gestures, and the third member of the trio lumbers from the alley.

Now, as he thuds across the street in the best approximation of a sprint he’s capable of, you see why they needed to open the ground-level door when they already had the roof entrance. The third member of the group is a Stone Man. You remember when the disease—or curse—first took root in the city. You remember the panic, the debates about internment, about quarantines. The alchemists found a treatment in time, and a full-scale epidemic was forestalled. But there are still outbreaks, patches, leper colonies of sufferers in the city. If the symptoms aren’t caught early enough, the result is the motley creature that even now lurches over your threshold—a man whose flesh and bone are slowly transmuting into rock. Those afflicted by the plague grow immensely strong, but every little bit of wear and tear, every injury hastens their calcification. The internal organs are the last to go, so towards the end they are living statues, unable to move or see, locked forever in place, labouring to breathe, kept alive only by the charity of others.

This Stone Man is not yet paralysed, though he moves awkwardly, dragging his right leg. The girl winces at the noise as she shuts the door behind him, but you feel an equally unfamiliar thrill of joy and relief as her friend reaches the safety of their hiding place. The ghoul’s already moving, racing down the long silent corridor that’s usually thronged with prisoners and guards, witnesses and jurists, lawyers and liars. He runs on all fours, like a grey dog. The girl and the Stone Man follow; she stays low, but he’s not that flexible. Fortunately, the corridor does not look out directly onto the street outside, so, even if the patrolling Tallowmen glanced this way, they wouldn’t see him.

The thieves are looking for something. They check one record room, then another. These rooms are secure, locked away behind iron doors, but stone is stronger and the Stone Man bends or breaks them, one by one, enough for the ghoul or the human girl to wriggle through and search.

At one point, the girl grabs the Stone Man’s elbow to hasten him along. A native of the city would never do such a thing, not willingly, not unless they had the alchemist’s cure to hand. The curse is contagious.

They search another room, and another and another. There are hundreds of thousands of papers here, organised by a scheme that is a secret of the clerks, whispered only from one to another, passed on like an heirloom. If you knew what they sought, and they could understand your speech, you could perhaps tell them where to find what they seek, but they fumble on half blind.

They cannot find what they are looking for. Panic rises. The girl argues that they should leave, flee before they are discovered. The Stone Man shakes his head, as stubborn and immovable as, well, as stone. The ghoul keeps his own counsel, but hunches down, pulling his hood over his face as if trying to remove himself from their debate. They will keep looking. Maybe it’s in the next room.

Elsewhere inside you, one guard asks another if he heard that. Why, might that not be the sound of an intruder? The other guards look at each other curiously, but then in the distance, the Stone Man smashes down another door, and the now-attentive guards definitely hear it.

You know—you alone know—that the guard who alerted his fellows is the same one who left the rooftop door unlocked. The guards fan out, sound the alarm, begin to search the labyrinth within you. The three thieves split up, try to evade their pursuers. You see the chase from both sides, hunters and hunted.

And, after the guards leave their post by the vaults, other figures enter. Two, three, four, climbing up from below. How have you not sensed them before? How did they come upon you, enter you, unawares? They move with the confidence of experience, sure of every action. Veterans of their trade.

The guards find the damage wrought by the Stone Man and begin to search the south wing, but your attention is focused on the strangers in your vault. With the guards gone, they work unimpeded. They unwrap a package, press it against the vault door, light a fuse. It blazes brighter than any Tallowman’s candle, fizzing and roaring and then—

—you are burning, broken, rent asunder, thrown into disorder. Flames race through you, all those thousands of documents catching in an instant, old wooden floors fuelling the inferno. The stones crack. Your western hall collapses, the stone faces of judges plummeting into the street outside to smash on the cobblestones. You feel your awareness contract as the fire numbs you. Each part of you that is consumed is no longer part of you, just a burning ruin. It’s eating you up.

It is not that you can no longer see the thieves—the ghoul, the Stone Boy, the nomad girl who taught you briefly to hate. It is that you can no longer know them with certainty. They flicker in and out of your rapidly fragmenting consciousness as they move from one part of you to another.

When the girl runs across the central courtyard, pursued by a Tallowman, you feel every footstep, every panicked breath she takes as she runs, trying to outdistance creatures that move far faster than her merely human flesh can hope to achieve. She’s clever, though—she zigzags back into a burning section, vanishing from your perception. The Tallowman hesitates to follow her into the flames for fear of melting prematurely.

You’ve lost track of the ghoul, but the Stone Man is easy to spot. He stumbles into the High Court, knocking over the wooden seats where the Lords Justice and Wisdom sit when proceedings are in session. The velvet cushions of the viewer’s gallery are already on fire. More pursuers close in on him. He’s too slow to escape.

Around you, around what’s left of you, the alarm spreads. A blaze of this size must be contained. People flee the neighbouring buildings, or hurl buckets of water on roofs set alight by sparks from your inferno. Others gather to gawk, as if the destruction of one of the city’s greatest institutions was a sideshow for their amusement. Alchemy wagons race through the streets, carrying vats of fire-quelling liquids, better than water for dealing with a conflagration like this. They know the dangers of a fire in the city; there have been great fires in the past, though none in recent decades. Perhaps, with the alchemists’ concoctions and the discipline of the city watch, they can contain this fire.

But it is too late for you.

Too late, you hear the voices of your brothers and sisters cry out, shouting the alarm, rousing the city to the danger.

Too late, you realise what you are. Your consciousness shrinks down, takes refuge in its vessel. That is what you are, if not what you have always been.

You feel a second emotion—fear—as the flames climb the tower. Something beneath you breaks, and the tower sags suddenly to one side, sending you rocking back and forth. Your voice jangles in the tumult, a sonorous death rattle.

Your supports break, and you fall.

CHAPTER ONE

Carillon crouches in the shadow, eyes fixed on the door. Her knife is in her hand, a gesture of bravado to herself more than a deadly weapon. She’s fought before, cut people with it, but never killed with it. Cut and run, that’s her way.

In this crowded city, that’s not necessarily an option.

If one guard comes through the door, she’ll wait until he goes past her hiding place, then creep after him and cut his throat. She tries to envisage herself doing it, but can’t manage it. Maybe she can get away with just scaring him, or shanking him in the leg so he can’t chase them.

If it’s two, then she’ll wait until they’re about to find the others, hiss a warning and leap on one of them. Surely, between herself, Spar and Rat, they’ll be able to take out two guards without giving themselves away.

Surely.

If it’s three, same plan, only riskier.

She doesn’t let her mind dwell on the other possibility—that it won’t be humans like her who can be cut with her little knife, but something worse like the Tallowmen or Gullheads. The city has bred horrors all its own.

Every instinct in her tells her to run, to flee with her friends, to risk Heinreil’s wrath for returning empty-handed. Better yet, to not return at all, but take the Dowager Gate or the River Gate out of the city tonight, be a dozen miles away before dawn.

Six. The door opens and it’s six guards, all human, one two three big men, in padded leathers, maces in hand, and three more with pistols. She freezes for an instant in terror, unable to act, unable to run, caught against the cold stone of the old walls.

And then—she feels the shock through the wall before she hears the roar, the crash. She feels the whole House of Law shatter. She was in Severast when there was an earth tremor once, but it’s not like that—it’s more like a lightning strike and thunderclap right on top of her. She springs forward without thinking, as if the explosion had physically struck her, too, jumping through the scattered confusion of the guards.

One of them fires his pistol, point blank, so close she feels the sparks, the rush of air past her head, hot splinters of metal or stone showering down across her back, but the pain doesn’t blossom and she knows she’s not hit even as she runs.

Follow me, she prays as she runs blindly down the passageway, ducking into one random room and another, bouncing off locked doors. From the shouts behind her, she knows that some of them are after her. It’s like stealing fruit in the market—one of you makes a big show of running, distracts the fruitseller, and the others grab an apple each and one more for the runner. Only, if she gets caught, she won’t be let off with a thrashing. Still, she’s got a better chance of escaping than Spar has.

She runs up a short stairway and sees an orange glow beneath the door. Tallowmen, she thinks, imagining their blazing wicks on the far side, before she realises that the whole north wing of the square House is ablaze. The guards are close behind her, so she opens the door anyway, ducking low to avoid the thick black smoke that pours through.

She skirts along the edge of the burning room. It is a library, with long rows of shelves packed with rows of cloth-bound books, journals of civic institutions, proceedings of parliament. At least, half of it is a library; the other half was a library. Old books burn quickly. She clings to the wall, finding her way through the smoke by touch, trailing her right hand along the stone blocks while groping ahead with her left.

One of the guards has the courage to follow her in, but, from the sound of his shouts, she guesses he went straight forward, thinking she’d run towards the fires. There’s a creak, and a crash, and a shower of sparks as one of the burning bookcases topples. The guard’s shouts to his fellows become a scream of pain, but she can do nothing for him. She can’t see, can scarcely breathe. She fights down panic and keeps going until she comes to the side wall.

The House of Law is a quadrangle of buildings around a central green. They hang thieves there, and hanging seems like a better fate than burning right now. But there was a row of windows, wasn’t there? On the inside face of the building, looking out onto that green. She’s sure there is, there must be, because the fires have closed in behind her and there’s no turning back.

The outstretched fingers of her left hand touch warm stone. The side wall. She scrabbles and sweeps her fingers over it, looking for the windows. They’re higher than she remembers, and she can barely reach the sill even when stretching, standing on tiptoes. The windows are thick, leaded glass, and, while the fires have blown some of them out, this one is intact. She grabs a book off a shelf and flings it at the glass, to no avail. It bounces back. There’s nothing she can do to break the glass from down here.

On this side, the sill’s less than an inch wide, but if she can get up there, maybe she can lever one of the panes out, make an opening. She takes a step back to make a running jump up, and a hand closes around her ankle.

“Help me!”

It’s the guard who followed her in. The burning bookcase must have fallen on him. He’s crawling, dragging a limp and twisted leg, and he’s horribly burnt down his left side. Weeping white-red blisters and blackened flesh on his face.

“I can’t.”

He’s still clutching his pistol, and he tries to aim it at her while still grabbing her ankle, but she’s faster. She grabs his arm and lifts it, pulls the trigger for him. The report, that close to her ear, is deafening, but the shot smashes part of the window behind her. More panes and panels fall, leaving a gap in the stained glass large enough to crawl through if she can climb up to it.

A face appears in the gap. Yellow eyes, brown teeth, pitted flesh—a grin of wickedly sharp teeth. Rat extends his rag-wrapped hand through the window. Cari’s heart leaps. She’s going to live. In that moment, her friend’s monstrous, misshapen face seems as beautiful as the flawless features of a saint she once knew. She runs towards Rat—and stops.

Burning’s a terrible way to die. She’s never thought so before, but now that it’s a distinct possibility it seems worse than anything. Her head feels weird, and she knows she’s not thinking straight, but between the smoke and the heat and terror, weird seems wholly reasonable. She kneels down, slips an arm beneath the guard’s shoulders, helps him stand on his good leg, to limp towards Rat.

“What are you doing?” hisses the ghoul, but he doesn’t hesitate either. He grabs the guard by the shoulders when the wounded man is within reach of the window, and pulls him through the gap. Then he comes back for her, pulling her up, too. Rat’s sinewy limbs aren’t as tough or as strong as Spar’s stone-cursed muscles, but he’s more than strong enough to lift Carillon out of the burning building with one hand and pull her through into the blessed coolness of the open courtyard.

The guard moans and crawls away across the grass. They’ve done enough for him, Carillon decides; a half-act of mercy is all they can afford.

“Did you do this?” Rat asks in horror and wonder, flinching as part of the burning buildings collapses in on itself. The flames twine around the base of the huge bell tower that looms over the north side of the quadrangle.

Carillon shakes her head. “No, there was some sort of… boom. Where’s Spar?”

“This way.” Rat scurries off, and she runs after him. South, along the edge of the garden, past the empty old gibbets, away from the fire, towards the courts. There’s no way now to get what they came for, even if the documents that Heinreil wants still exist and aren’t falling around her as a blizzard of white ash, but maybe they can get away if they can get out onto the streets again. They just need to find Spar, find that big slow limping lump of rock, and get out.

She could leave him behind, just like Rat could abandon her. The ghoul could make it over the wall in a flash; ghouls are prodigious climbers. But they’re friends—the first true friends she’s had in a long time. Rat found her on the streets after she was stranded in this city, and he introduced her to Spar, who gave her a place to sleep safely.

The two also introduced her to Heinreil, but that wasn’t their fault—Guerdon’s underworld is dominated by the thieves’ brotherhood, just like its trade and industry is run by the guild cartels. If they’re caught, it’s Heinreil’s fault. Another reason to hate him.

There’s a side door ahead, and if she hasn’t been turned around it’ll open up near where they came in, and that’s where they’ll find Spar.

Before they can get to it, the door opens and out comes a Tallowman.

Blazing eyes in a pale, waxy face. He’s an old one, worn so thin he’s translucent in places, and the fire inside him shines through holes in his chest. He’s got a huge axe, bigger than Cari could lift, but he swings it easily with one hand. He laughs when he sees her and Rat outlined against the fire.

They turn and run, splitting up. Rat breaks left, scaling the wall of the burning library. She turns right, hoping to vanish into the darkness of the garden. Maybe she can hide behind a gibbet or some monument, she thinks, but the Tallowman’s faster than she can imagine. He flickers forward, a blur of motion, and he’s right in front of her. The axe swings, she throws herself down and to the side and it whistles right past her.

Again the laugh. He’s toying with her.

She finds her courage. Finds she hasn’t dropped her knife. She drives it right into the Tallowman’s soft waxy chest. His clothes and his flesh are the same substance, yielding and mushy as warm candle wax, and the blade goes in easily. He just laughs again, the wound closing almost as fast as it opened, and now her knife’s in his other hand. He reverses it, stabs it down, and her right shoulder’s suddenly black and slick with blood.

She doesn’t feel the pain yet, but she knows its coming.

She runs again, half stumbling towards the flames. The Tallowman hesitates, unwilling to follow, but it stalks her, herding her, cackling as it goes. It offers her a choice of deaths—run headlong into the fire and burn to death, bleed out here on the grass where so many other thieves met their fates, or turn back and let it dismember her with her own knife.

She wishes she had never come back to this city.

The heat from the blaze ahead of her scorches her face. The air’s so hot it hurts to breathe, and she knows the smell of soot and burning paper will never, ever leave her. The Tallowman keeps pace with her, flickering back and forth, always blocking her from making a break.

She runs towards the north-east corner. That part of the House of Law is on fire, too, but the flames seem less intense there. Maybe she can make it there without the Tallowman following her. Maybe she can even make it before it takes her head off with its axe. She runs, cradling her bleeding arm, bracing herself all the while for the axe to come chopping through her back.

The Tallowman laughs and comes up behind her.

And then there’s a clang, the ringing of a tremendous bell, and the sound lifts Carillon up, up out of herself, up out of the courtyard and the burning building. She flies high over the city, rising like a phoenix out of the wreckage. Behind her, below her, the bell tower topples down, and the Tallowman shrieks as burning rubble crushes it.

She sees Rat scrambling over rooftops, vanishing into the shadows across Mercy Street.

She sees Spar lumbering across the burning grass, towards the blazing rubble. She sees her own body, lying there amid the wreckage, pelted with burning debris, eyes wide but unseeing. She sees—

Stillness is death to a Stone Man. You have to keep moving, keep the blood flowing, the muscles moving. If you don’t, those veins and arteries will become carved channels through hard stone, the muscles will turn to useless inert rocks. Spar is never motionless, even when he’s standing still. He flexes, twitches, rocks—yes, rocks, very funny—from foot to foot. Works his jaw, his tongue, flicks his eyes back and forth. He has a special fear of his lips and tongue calcifying. Other Stone Men have their own secret language of taps and cracks, a code that works even when their mouths are forever frozen in place, but few people in the city speak it.

So when they hear the thunderclap or whatever-it-was, Spar’s already moving. Rat’s faster than he is, so Spar follows as best he can. His right leg drags behind him. His knee is numb and stiff behind its stony shell. Alkahest might cure it, if he gets some in time. The drug’s expensive, but it slows the progress of the disease, keeps flesh from turning to stone. It has to be injected subcutaneously, though, and more and more he’s finding it hard to drill through his own hide and hit living flesh.

He barely feels the heat from the blazing courtyard, although he guesses that if he had more skin on his face it’d be burnt by contact with the air. He scans the scene, trying to make sense of the dance of the flames and the fast-moving silhouettes. Rat vanishes across a rooftop, pursued by a Tallowman. Cari… Cari’s there, down in the wreckage of the tower. He stumbles across the yard, praying to the Keepers that she’s still alive, expecting to find her beheaded by a Tallowman’s axe.

She’s alive. Stunned. Eyes wide but unseeing, muttering to herself. Nearby, a pool of liquid and a burning wick, twisting like an angry cobra. Spar stamps down on the wick, killing it, then scoops Cari up, careful not to touch her skin. She weighs next to nothing, so he can easily carry her over one shoulder. He turns and runs back the way he came.

Lumbering down the corridor, not caring about the noise now. Maybe they’ve got lucky; maybe the fire drove the Tallowmen away. Few dare face a Stone Man in a fight, and Spar knows how to use his strength and size to best advantage. Still, he doesn’t want to try his luck against Tallowmen. Luck is what it would be—one hit from his stone fists might splatter the waxy creations of the alchemists’ guild, but they’re so fast he’d be lucky to land that one hit.

He marches past the first door out onto the street. Too obvious.

He stumbles to a huge pair of ornate internal doors and smashes them to flinders. Beyond is a courtroom. He’s been here before, he realises, long ago. He was up there in the viewer’s gallery when they sentenced his father to hang. Vague memories of being dragged down a passageway by his mother, him hanging off her arm like a dead weight, desperate to stay behind but unable to name his fear. Heinreil and the others, clustering around his mother as an invisible honour guard, keeping the press of the crowd away from them. Old men who smelled of drink and dust despite their rich clothes, whispering that his father had paid his dues, that the Brotherhood would take care of them, no matter what.

These days, that means alkahest. Spar’s leg starts to hurt as he drags it across the court. Never a good sign—means it’s starting to calcify.

“Hold it there.”

A man steps into view, blocking the far exit. He’s dressed in leathers and a grubby green half-cloak. Sword and pistol at his belt, and he’s holding a big iron-shod staff with a sharp hook at one end. The broken nose of a boxer. His hair seems to be migrating south, fleeing his balding pate to colonise the rich forest of his thick black beard. He’s a big man, but he’s only flesh and bone.

Spar charges, breaking into a Stone Man’s approximation of a sprint. It’s more like an avalanche, but the man jumps aside and the iron-shod staff comes down hard, right on the back of Spar’s right knee. Spar stumbles, crashes into the doorframe, smashing it beneath his weight. He avoids falling only by digging his hand into the wall, crumbling the plaster like dry leaves. He lets Cari tumble to the ground.

The man shrugs his half-cloak back, and there’s a silver badge pinned to his breast. He’s a licensed thief-taker, a bounty hunter. Recovers lost property, takes sanctioned revenge for the rich. Not regular city watch, more of a bonded freelancer.

“I said, hold it there,” says the thief-taker. The fire’s getting closer—already, the upper gallery’s burning—but there isn’t a trace of concern in the man’s deep voice. “Spar, isn’t it? Idge’s boy? Who’s the girl?”

Spar responds by wrenching the door off its hinges and flinging it, eight feet of heavy oak, right at the man. The man ducks under it, steps forward and drives his staff like a spear into Spar’s leg again. This time, something cracks.

“Who sent you here, boy? Tell me, and maybe I let her live. Maybe even let you keep that leg.”

“Go to the grave.”

“You first, boy.” The thief-taker moves, almost as fast as a Tallowman, and smashes the staff into Spar’s leg for the third time. Pain runs up it like an earthquake, and Spar topples. Before he can try to heave himself back up again, the thief-taker’s on his back, and the stave comes down for a fourth blow, right on Spar’s spine, and his whole body goes numb.

He can’t move. He’s all stone. All stone. A living tomb.

He screams, because his mouth still works, shouts and begs and pleads and cries for them to save him or kill him or do anything but leave him here, locked inside the ruin of his own body. The thief-taker vanishes, and the flames get closer and—he assumes—hotter, but he can’t feel their heat. After a while, more guards arrive. They stick a rag in his mouth, carry him outside, and eight of them heave him into the back of a cart.

He lies there, breathing in the smell of ash and the stench of the slime the alchemists use to fight the fires.

All he can see is the floor of the cart, strewn with dirty straw, but he can still hear voices. Guards running to and fro, crowds jeering and hooting as the High Court of Guerdon burns. Others shouting make way, make way.

Spar finds himself drifting away into darkness.

The thief-taker’s voice again. “One got away over the rooftops. Your candles can have him.”

“The south wing’s lost. All we can do is save the east.”

“Six dead. And a Tallowman. Caught in the fires.”

Other voices, nearby. A woman, coldly furious. An older man.

“This is a blow against order. A declaration of anarchy. Of war.”

“The ruins are still too hot. We won’t know what’s been taken until—”

“A Stone Man, then.”

“What matters is what we do next, not what we can salvage.”

The cart rocks back and forth, and they lie another body down next to Spar. He can’t see her, but he hears Cari’s voice. She’s still mumbling to herself, a constant stream of words. He tries to grunt, to signal to her that she’s not alone, or that he’s still in here in this stone shell, but his jaw has locked around the gag and he can’t make a sound.

“What have we here,” says another voice. He feels pressure on his back—very, very faintly, very far away, like the pressure a mountain must feel when a sparrow alights on it—and then a pinprick of pain, right where the thief-taker struck him. Feeling blazes through nerves once more, and he welcomes the agony of his shoulders unfreezing. Alkahest, a strong dose of blessed, life-giving, stone-denying alkahest.

He will move again. He’s not all stone yet. He’s not all gone.

Spar weeps with gratitude, but he’s too tired to speak or to move. He can feel the alkahest seeping through his veins, pushing back the paralysis. For once, the Stone Man can rest and be still. Easiest, now, is to close eyes that are no longer frozen open, and be lulled into sleep by his friend’s soft babbling…

Before the city was the sea, and in the sea was He Who Begets. And the people of the plains came to the sea, and the first speakers heard the voice of He Who Begets, and told the people of the plains of His glory and taught them to worship Him. They camped by the shore, and built the first temple amid the ruins. And He Who Begets sent His sacred beasts up out of the sea to consume the dead of the plains, so that their souls might be brought down to Him and live with Him in glory below forever. The people of the plains were glad, and gave of their dead to the beasts, and the beasts swam down to Him.

The camp became a village in the ruins, and the village became the city anew, and the people of the plains became the people of the city, and their numbers increased until they could not be counted. The sacred beasts, too, grew fat, for all those who died in the city were given unto them.

Then famine came to the city, and ice choked the bay, and the harvest in the lands around wilted and turned to dust.

The people were hungry, and ate the animals in the fields.

Then they ate the animals in the streets.

Then they sinned against He Who Begets, and broke into the temple precincts, and killed the sacred beasts, and ate of their holy flesh.

The priests said to the people, how now will the souls of the dead be carried to the god in the waters, but the people replied, what are the dead to us? Unless we eat, we will be dead, too.

And they killed the priests, and ate them, too.

Still the people starved, and many of them died. The dead thronged the streets, for there were no more sacred beasts to carry them away into the deep waters of God.

The dead thronged the streets, but they were houseless and bodiless, for their remains were eaten by the few people who were left.

And the people of the city dwindled, and became the people of the tombs, and they were few in number.

Over the frozen sea came a new people, the people of the ice, and they came upon the city and said: lo, here is a great city, but it is empty. Even its temples are abandoned. We shall dwell here, and shelter from the cold, and raise up shrines to our own gods there.

The people of the ice endured where the people of the city had not, and survived the cold. Many of them died, too, and their bodies were interred in tombs, in accordance with their customs. And the people of the tombs stole those bodies, and ate of them.

And in this way, the people of the ice and the people of the tombs survived the winter.

When the ice melted, the people of the ice became the people of the city, and the people of the tombs became the ghouls. For they were also, in their new way, people of the city.

And that is how the ghouls came to Guerdon.
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