
        
            
                
            
        

    
EXILES IN ARMS:
NIGHT OF THE NECROTECH
C. L. WERNER
Cover by
NÉSTOR OSSANDÓN




















CONTENTS
WELCOME TO THE IRON KINGDOMS
MAP
PROLOGUE
CHAPTER I
CHAPTER II
CHAPTER III
CHAPTER IV
CHAPTER V
CHAPTER VI
CHAPTER VII
CHAPTER VIII
CHAPTER IX
CHAPTER X
EPILOGUE
GLOSSARY





WELCOME TO THE IRON KINGDOMS
The world you are about to enter is the Iron Kingdoms, a place where the power and presence of gods are beyond dispute, where mankind battles itself as well as all manner of fantastic races and exotic beasts, and where a blend of magic and technology called mechanika shape industry and warfare. Outside the Iron Kingdoms themselves—the human nations of the continent called Immoren—the vast and unexplored world of Caen extends to unknown reaches, firing the imaginations and ambitions of a new generation. 
Strife frequently shakes these nations, and amid the battles of the region the most powerful weapon is the warjack, a steam-powered automaton that boasts great mobility, thick armor, and devastating weaponry. A warjack’s effectiveness is at its greatest when commanded by a warcaster, a powerful soldier-sorcerer who can forge a mental link with the great machine to magnify its abilities tremendously. Masters of both arcane and martial combat, these warcasters are often the deciding factor in war. 
For the Iron Kingdoms, what is past is prologue. No event more clearly defines these nations than the extended dark age suffered under the oppression of the Orgoth, a brutal and merciless race from unexplored lands across the great western ocean known as the Meredius. For centuries these fearsome invaders enslaved the people of western Immoren, maintaining a vise-like grip until at last the people rose up in rebellion. This began a long and bloody process of battles and defeats. This rebellion would have been doomed to failure if a dark arrangement by the gods had not bestowed the Gift of Magic on the Immorese, unlocking previously undreamed-of powers. 
Every effective weapon employed by the Rebellion against the Orgoth was a consequence of great minds putting arcane talents to work. Not only did sorcery allow evocations of fire, ice, and storm on the battlefield, but scholars combined scientific principles to blend technology with the arcane. Rapid advancements in alchemy gave rise to blasting powder and the invention of deadly firearms. Methods were developed to fuse arcane formulae into metal runeplates, creating augmented tools and weapons: the invention of mechanika. The culmination of these efforts was the invention of the first colossals, precursors to the modern warjack. These towering machines of war gave the Immorese a weapon the invaders could not counter. With the colossals the armies of the Rebellion drove the Orgoth from their fortresses and back to the sea.
The people of the ravaged lands drew new borders, giving birth to the Iron Kingdoms: Cygnar, Khador, Llael, and Ord. It was not long before ancient rivalries ignited between these new nations. Warfare became a simple fact of life. Over the last four centuries periodic wars have been broken up by brief periods of tense but wary peace, with technology steadily advancing all the while. Alchemy and mechanika have simultaneously eased and complicated the lives of the people of the Iron Kingdoms while evolving the weapons employed by their armies in these days of industrial revolution. 
The most long-standing and bitter enmity in the region is that between Cygnar in the south and Khador in the north. The Khadorans are a militant people occupying a harsh and unforgiving territory. The armies of Khador have periodically fought to reclaim lands their forebears had once seized through conquest. The two smaller kingdoms of Llael and Ord were forged from contested territories and so have often served as battlegrounds between the two stronger powers. The prosperous and populous southern nation of Cygnar has periodically allied with these nations in efforts to check Khador’s imperial aspirations.
Just over a century ago, Cygnar endured a religious civil war that ultimately led to the founding of the Protectorate of Menoth. This nation, the newest of the Iron Kingdoms, stands as an unforgiving theocracy entirely devoted to Menoth, the ancient god credited with creating mankind.
In the current era, war has ignited with particular ferocity. This began with the Khadoran invasion of Llael, which succeeded in toppling the smaller kingdom in 605 AR. The fall of Llael ignited an escalating conflict that has embroiled the region for the last three years. Only Ord has remained neutral in these wars, profiting by becoming a haven for mercenaries. The Protectorate has launched the Great Crusade to convert all of humanity to the worship of Menoth. With the other nations occupied with war, this crusade was able to make significant gains and seize territories in northeastern Llael.
Other powers have been drawn into this strife, either swept up in events or taking advantage of them for their own purposes. The Scharde Islands west of Immoren are home to the Nightmare Empire of Cryx, which is ruled by the dragon Toruk and sends endless waves of undead and their necromantic masters to bolster its armies with the fallen of other nations. To the northeast the insular elven nation of Ios is host to a radical sect called the Retribution of Scyrah that is driven to hunt down human arcanists, whom they believe are anathema to their gods.
The savage wilds within and beyond the Iron Kingdoms contain various factions fighting for their own agendas. From the frozen north a disembodied dragon called Everblight leads a legion of blight-empowered warlocks and draconic spawn. The proud, tribal race known as the trollkin work to unite their once-disparate people to defend their lands. Deep in the wilds of western Immoren, a secretive order of druids commands nature’s beasts to oppose Everblight and advance their own various plans. Far to the east across the Bloodstone Marches, the warrior nation of the Skorne Empire marches inexorably closer, bent on conquering their ancient enemies in Ios as a step toward greater dominion. Shadowy conspiracies have arisen from hidden strongholds to play their own part in unfolding events. These include the Convergence of Cyriss, an enigmatic machine-cult that worships a distant goddess of mathematics, as well as their bitter enemies the cephalyx, a race of extremely intelligent and sadistic slavers who surgically transform captives into mindless drudges. 
The Iron Kingdoms is a setting whose inhabitants must rely on heroes with the courage to defend them using magic and steel, whether in the form of rune-laden firearms or steam-driven weapons of war. The factions of western Immoren are vulnerable to corruption from within and subject to political intrigue and power struggles. All the while, opportunistic mercenaries profit from conflict by selling their temporary allegiance for coin or other favors. It is a world of epic legends and endless sagas. 
Enter the Iron Kingdoms, and discover a world like no other!





MAP





PROLOGUE
Fog from the Bay of Stone smothered the wooden piers, reducing the lights from Captain’s Isle across King’s Finger Channel to an indistinct glow in the darkness, a phantom blaze on the distant horizon. Even at this late hour there was life on the main island; the taverns and gambling halls were more active by night than by day. The big island was never quiet.
It was far different on Dicer’s Isle, a collection of squalid drinking holes, shadowed alleys, and rundown buildings. Here the pulse of activity waned as the night deepened and the gathering darkness drove the denizens of the island to whatever shelter they could afford. Cutpurses, burglars, muggers, and footpads all prowled the shadows, watching for opportunities to add black pennies to their pockets or notches to their blades.
On the Doleth Docks, stevedores and sailors had quit their labors with the sun’s retreat. Those with coin had withdrawn to the stewpots lining Privateer Lane on the cliff above the docks. Those without had slunk away to parts unknown or into the holds of their vessels to seek refuge in sleep. An abnormal tranquility settled over the docks, a sharp contrast to the noise and bustle of the day. Only the creaking of timber and the snap of rigging stirred the quiet.
Men in heavy boots clomped down the easternmost pier, a long finger of planks and timber called Grimbold’s Gamble after the merchant who’d built it two hundred years earlier. Lamps at intervals of forty yards briefly illuminated the figures: a company of mercenary guards in grimy leather armor. Each man wore a bright red band around his arm and carried a heavy cudgel. Hirelings of the merchant combines who owned the pier, the men were expected to subdue malcontents with their bludgeons before resorting to more lethal tactics. A live thief or smuggler was a commodity, grist to feed the mill of justice in Five Fingers. A dead man was only more garbage to be hauled away.
The men who watched the guards from the belly of a small fishing boat knew the type of justice the mercenaries would dole out. The prospect of being dragged before the courts was to be avoided at all costs. Their orders didn’t allow for answering a magistrate’s questions. 
As soon as the sound of boots on wood faded, the men concealed in the fishing boat climbed out and onto the walkway. Each was dressed in a black tunic and breeches, the cotton soaked in oil to waterproof it. Their oiled-leather shoes made their progress nearly soundless as they stole down the dock. 
The big merchantman moored near the end of the pier was their objective, a hulking clipper of Cygnaran design. The ship had arrived three days before, and its cargo of timber and grain had been unloaded. Now it was waiting while its captain tried to secure fresh cargo. It was common practice for merchants to haggle with independent captains for days, playing upon the loss of tide and time to induce more favorable terms. As many a captain had learned, pirates were as ruthless in port as they were at sea.
The gang from the fishing boat had different ideas about why the clipper remained in Five Fingers. There were incongruities about the cargo that had been unloaded, questions that had stirred suspicions in certain quarters. Proved, those suspicions would present certain opportunities. To that end, they needed proof.
Without a sound the men caught hold of the ropes tethering the Black Anne to the pier and scrambled up and onto the deck. The lone sentry, a sailor more interested in the tobacco in his pipe than in his duty, failed to notice the intruders creeping across the deck. The crack of a blackjack against his skull ensured he wouldn’t notice anything for hours to come.
“The forward hold,” the leader whispered, gesturing with a grease-blackened hand at the covered hatch. Two of his fellows hurried forward to loosen the bolts that held the cover in place.
Cautiously, the gang descended into the hold, small metal lanterns hooked to their belts lighting the way. The last to climb down slid the hatch cover partly back into place—anyone discovering the unconscious sentry might think the sailor had simply fallen asleep, but an open hatch would certainly indicate something was amiss.
The hold should have been empty. Instead, it was packed with crates and boxes. The gang prowled between the stacked crates, inspecting each for some mark that might indicate the nature of its contents. The boxes bore no mark or sign. As the men moved deeper into the hold, they could smell a musty, unpleasant odor.
Some of them turned anxiously to their leader. Each man suspected what would come next, but he wanted the decision to be made by someone else. There was an air of nebulous dread in the dark hold.
“Open it,” the gang chief said, gesturing with a drawn pistol at one of the crates. Without a word, his men removed iron bars from beneath their tunics and went to work.
The screeching sound of nails being wrenched from wood occasionally interrupted the silence, and each time the men glanced up at the hatch with worried faces. They quickly finished their task and leaned the front panel of the crate against the side of a neighboring box. The odor was stronger now; it was magnified along with a stinging, sulfuric reek. The gang chief stepped forward to shine his lantern into the crate, revealing the merchandise they had come to find.
The gang knew some sort of contraband was in the hold, as any lawful goods would have been unloaded with the timber and grain. Never had they imagined the crates held such a horror as they looked upon now. The source of the sharp odor dominating the hold was revealed. 
The thing in the crate would have been taller than a man but for its hunched, squat construction. Two legs of steel and bone supported a barrel-shaped metal torso from which protruded a set of monstrous skeletal jaws. Razor-sharp, tusk-like teeth, bolted directly to the bone, lined the thing’s maw. A chaotic array of pipes and tubes snaked from the head back into the steel body. A ridge of exhaust pipes, like the dorsal fins of some oceanic beast, sprouted from the rear of the horror’s hull. Great talons of steel-plated bone tipped each of its feet, and a faint green luminance smoldered behind the grated vent in its belly.
Each man stared at the thing in mute terror. They recognized that ghastly glow, knew it from tavern tales and ghost stories, from the shuddersome recollections of war veterans, and from the dour warnings of aged priests.
“Open the others,” the chief said, his voice hoarse. His gang first stared at him with fear-filled eyes but then moved to obey. As they pried open the other crates, none of the men noticed a stirring in the darkness between the crates behind them. None of them saw what was watching them from the shadows with malicious fascination. 
The gang had opened four crates, each containing another of the alarming mechanical horrors. As they were opening a fifth, the stench in the hold became still more oppressive. The air became sour, foul, defiled in some fashion. Several of the men covered their mouths, gagging.
The sinister amalgamations of steel and bone suddenly changed, and the faint, smoldering gleam in their bellies burst into a full gibbous brilliance. A thin wail rose from each machine’s furnace. Before the men could react, the awakened bonejacks scrambled from their boxes.
Three of the gang were cut down immediately, torn to ribbons by the snapping jaws of the abominations. A fourth man was hurled to the ground when the crate he and his fellows had been prying open exploded in a shower of splinters. The bonejack within leaped atop him and brought a clawed foot slamming down to pulverize his legs. Blood streamed from ruptured flesh, spraying the monster’s hull with crimson. The bonejack ripped at the man pinned beneath it, tearing strips of meat from his body and eliciting piercing shrieks of pain and terror.
Only the gang’s chief, who had avoided direct contact with the crates, was afforded a chance to flee. He did not hesitate; to linger even a moment would have been to squander the opportunity fate had given him. He fled back across the hold, retreating toward the hatch as he tried to ignore the screams behind him. 
Halfway up the ladder, the chief could not resist one look back. The sight of one of his men’s thrashing body in the jaws of a bonejack was horrifying, but the spiderlike monstrosity scuttling from the shadows to inspect the bonejack’s victim was more than the chief could stand. He stopped, leveled his pistol at the horror—a terrifying amalgamation of rotting corpse and dread mechanika—and fired. His aim was true, and the bullet struck the creature’s chest. A thick, filthy liquid bubbled from the wound, and the creature pressed a bony talon to the hole. It turned and regarded him through the tinted lenses that covered its eyes, its skeletal face split in a ghastly smile.
The gang chief threw open the hatch and started to scramble onto the Black Anne’s deck. Instead of a making a mad dash to freedom, he found himself staring into the barrel of a gun. The man behind that gun was lean and wolfish, his clothing well cut and elaborately embellished. He wore soft grey breeches, and his grey frock coat shone with rich embroidery, the silver thread outlining maritime shapes that flowed up to a luxurious fur collar. Rubies glittered from the beveled neck of his sharkskin boots, and gold chains lay atop his silken shirt and vest. The gunman smiled when he saw that his victim recognized him.
“Lorca,” the chief said, fairly spitting the name.
The gunman’s eyes glittered like chips of ice. “Aren’t you glad you found what you were looking for?” He discharged the pistol into the gang chief’s face and kicked the twitching body back into the hold. 
Lorca imagined his friends below would appreciate something to play with.





CHAPTER I
The street was properly known as Tordoran Way. In ages past, it had entertained pretensions of grandeur, even displaying a line of iron lampposts along most of its length. Jewelers and gem-setters of the best caliber had congregated here, the concentration of wares and services throwing the neighborhood into such prominence that no wealthy visitor to Five Fingers would imagine leaving the city without at least once making a pilgrimage to Tordoran Way. As the fame of the area spread, sculptors, painters, and other craftsmen of artistic mind were drawn to it. Soon, a thriving artist’s colony had grown up around the street.
Such a concentration of prosperity drew many greedy, envious eyes. First the pickpockets and cutpurses came, jackals who fleeced the wealthy clientele. After the scavengers came the gangs who preyed upon the shops themselves, hijacking shipments and robbing merchants. Finally, as the reputation of the neighborhood blackened, the racketeers arrived, promising protection in exchange for a percentage from each business. Such evolution from prosperity to extortion was the unwritten law in Five Fingers. The arrival of the racketeers should have brought with it a measure of badly needed security and stability. Unfortunately, Tordoran Way had grown too fast and become too lucrative by that time. The high captains, masters of the city’s criminal underworld, all coveted the street. None of them would compromise, and the result was months of gang warfare.
By the time the dust settled, dozens of thugs and gangsters had died. The artists fled to quieter parts of the city. The nobles and dilettantes found safer places to patronize. Many of the jewelers and gem-cutters, their livelihood tied up in the properties they had struggled so long to build, were left behind to eke out an existence selling whatever wares they could secure cheaply and unload quickly. A new name was bestowed upon the once-exclusive Tordoran Way. Now the inhabitants of Chaser Island referred to it as “Blood Alley,” in memory of the gangsters who died trying to claim it for their high captains.
Whereas wealth had deserted this little corner of Rivergrav North, crime lingered, becoming more brutal and desperate in direct proportion to the poverty of its victims. Many times since the wars of the high captains, Blood Alley earned its gruesome name.
The ragged huddle of a beggar, almost shapeless beneath the mass of sailcloth bundled about him, cringed in the doorway of an abandoned shop. The group of villainous-looking men who marched boldly down the ill-favored stones of Blood Alley gave him no notice. Once in their cups, with coin in their pockets and wicked humor in their hearts, the roughs might have been inclined to make sport of the beggar. Now, however, they had no attention to spare. They were wolves on the prowl with minds only for the hunt.
The gang called itself the Sea Wolves, the terror of Blood Alley, and around each man’s neck hung the leathery fold of a dried wolf ear. They were accomplished in the brutal art of the smash and grab, attacking shops with the mindless savagery of a rabid burrow-mawg. They stole anything they could carry and destroyed anything they couldn’t. To the alley’s struggling merchants, the Sea Wolves were like the fangs of the Wurm itself. Beneath the linen dusters the toughs wore, each thief carried an array of weaponry, from wicked blades to grisly clubs and axes. Though the Sea Wolves might shy from murder, several cripples on the street could bear witness that they weren’t squeamish about mutilation.
What little foot traffic there was in Blood Alley quickly cleared for the Sea Wolves. Pedestrians would rather sprint through gutter muck than get in the gang’s way. The ruffians appraised each refugee, estimating the worth of his raiment and the fullness of his purse. Today, none of the pedestrians earned their notice, only a few surly barks to clear the way. The gang had better quarry. 
“You certain the runt has it already?” said the leader of the gang, a broken-nosed brute named Vigo, to the lanky Thurian who marched beside him. The smaller man, a cutpurse called Marcheti, was effusive in his assurances.
“I heard it myself in the Ten Anchors,” he said in a scratchy voice. “Udric is getting a consignment from the main island, some sort of private commission for one of the royals in the Lords District. Wants a necklace and won’t trust anyone but a Rhul-rat to do the work.” Marcheti gave an ugly cackle.
“His gang’s gonna pay plenty for takin’ that idea into his noggin,” Vigo said, adding his own vicious chuckle. The seven thugs with him laughed at their chief’s prediction. The thinly stretched Chaser Island Watch rarely invested any interest in places like Blood Alley. When they did, it usually took only a small bribe to get rid of them so long as there weren’t any corpses around. There was nobody to keep the Sea Wolves from taking whatever they wanted.
The gang didn’t notice the huddled beggar they had passed rise from the doorway. Wrapped in shabby sailcloth, the tatterdemalion shape followed the ruffians down the winding course of Tordoran Way.
Suspended by a rusty chain fastened to the projecting end of a roof beam, a splintered wooden sign proclaimed “Relics of Rhul” in tarnished bronze letters. An oversized plaster ring dangled beneath the sign, illustrating for less literate customers the services the shop provided. The Sea Wolves stopped as they came within sight of the sign. Vigo grinned at the dilapidated shop. Boards covered the glassless window—victim of an earlier visit by the gang—but the door stood open as an indicator to passersby that Udric’s shop was indeed open for business. The clamor of the steam-driven printing presses located only the next street over would drown any cries for help.
Vigo nodded to his men, motioning them to fan out. They stalked down the street, glowering. Those they encountered scurried into their shops or retreated back the way they had come. The gang chief grunted in satisfaction. People hereabouts knew better than to trifle with the Sea Wolves.
“Haul your smelly carcass!” Marcheti said. 
Vigo turned away from the shop to glare at his lieutenant. He found the thief standing over a mangy beggar in the gutter beside a mound of trash. The beggar was a big man, powerfully built with broad shoulders and square jaw. His strength was evident even beneath the patina of dirt and grime. Vigo’s instincts had him reaching beneath his coat for his sword before he was aware what he was doing. He snickered in contempt as his eyes took in the rest of the mendicant he’d momentarily imagined to be a threat. The beggar sat in the gutter, one leg extended into the street. Where the other should have been there was only a bandaged stump.
A hero, Vigo decided. Some bold champion from a war already forgotten by the kings who declared it. Whole, the beggar might have been a formidable adversary. But he was just another worthless cripple. He wouldn’t interfere.
“Leave something in the scum’s bowl,” Vigo said. He waved the rest of his gang toward the jewelry shop.
Marcheti leaned over the cracked clay bowl resting beside the beggar’s stump. He spat on the few alms there. “Don’t spend it all in one place.” He sneered at the cripple, rising to rejoin the gang.
“Mercy, master,” the beggar said, lifting the bowl with one hand and shaking it so the black pennies rattled.
The thief rounded on the beggar with a snarl. Before he could kick the wretch, however, the beggar’s free hand grabbed his belt and pulled him down. As Marcheti fell, the beggar shattered the bowl across his head. 
The sound of the breaking bowl and Marcheti’s howl of pain brought the other Sea Wolves spinning around. They stared in shock as the beggar rose from the gutter and threw off his filthy cloak. Beneath, he wore a suit of heavy armor. With one hand he reached down and pulled away the fake stump tied to his knee. It was his turn to sneer as he stamped some feeling back into the leg he’d sat upon, hale and whole as any of the Sea Wolves.
Vigo laughed as he drew his sword. “So the little Rhul-rat hired himself a watchdog?” His other hand fished a crooked dagger from one of his pockets. “I hope you enjoyed your playacting, friend, because when we finish with you, it’ll be for real!”
With a flourish, the mercenary brought his own sword from its sheath. Much of the bravado faded from Vigo’s face when he saw the massive mechanikal sword in his adversary’s hand. “Care to surrender now,” Rutger Shaw asked the thug, “or are you going to make me work for my pay?” He thumbed the activation stud in the hilt of his sword. The runeplate fixed to his blade blazed with magical energies.
Vigo took a step back, then glanced at his men. They were still seven to the mercenary’s one. The realization brought a snarl to the thug’s face. “Make the bastard bleed,” he said. 
“He’s only one man,” Vigo snapped when none of his men seemed keen to meet Rutger’s blade.
The crack of a pistol boomed through Blood Alley. Vigo yelped as the bullet struck the hilt of his sword, tearing the weapon from his hand. He spun around and glared at a second mendicant. This one gripped a smoking gun. 
“He might be one man, but he has friends.” The shooter shrugged off the sailcloth cloak, revealing a tall, dark-haired woman in oiled leather armor. The gun in her hand was a richly engraved magelock. Slowly, she lowered the spent weapon and raised its mate. “That’s your only warning,” said Taryn di la Rovissi, her voice like the lash of a whip. “Don’t waste it.”
The Sea Wolves looked uncertainly at their leader. With the glowing blade of Rutger’s sword before them and the threat of Taryn’s magelock behind, the gang appreciated the trap they’d fallen into. For an instant the tableau held. A moment more and the ruffians might have laid down their arms.
The tension was broken by the man both sides had forgotten. Sprawled in the gutter, blood oozing from his scalp, Marcheti rolled onto his side and drew the pistol from his belt. The thief was an indifferent shot at the best of times, and with his head still ringing from the bowl smashing into it, his aim was still more atrocious. The shot he fired at Taryn went wide and slammed into the wall some distance behind her. The menace arose not from the bullet but the confusion it brought.
Taryn dove for cover, throwing herself across the street in a long sprawl that sent her headfirst into the opposite gutter. Rutger spun and smashed his iron-toed boot down on Marcheti’s hand, crushing his fingers into a mash of splintered bone. The thief’s agonized shriek rang out across the square.
The Sea Wolves leapt into motion. Two of the thugs rushed at Taryn while a third ripped a pair of his own pistols from the pockets of his coat. The pistoleer’s first shot gouged the cobblestone just beside Taryn’s head. She rolled onto her side. Runes blazed around her gun. “Seek,” she hissed as she pulled the trigger. 
Sorcerous energies flared from the rune-inscribed bullet as it sped down the street, weaving around the charging thugs to strike the pistoleer behind them. The gunman shrieked as Taryn’s shot slammed into him, shattering his shoulder and breaking his collarbone. The wounded man collapsed in a heap.
Vigo and the other Sea Wolves rushed at Rutger, converging on him from all sides. The mercenary fell back a pace, looking past them to where Taryn lay. He wasn’t worried as much about the four men coming after him as he was the two charging at her. She’d emptied both her magelocks, and he didn’t know if either of the shots fired had hit her. 
He glared at Vigo and the other ruffians, but when he spoke it wasn’t to the thieves. “Come,” he said.
Vigo scowled at the mercenary. “Oh, we’re coming! You can . . .”
The words died on the thug’s lips, the color drained from his face. He stared goggle-eyed as the mound of trash behind Rutger surged outward. Moldy rags, broken buckets, lumps of spoiled vegetables came tumbling away. Concealed behind the rubbish were the double doors of an old silversmith’s shop, a business the Sea Wolves had despoiled so often it had finally shut its windows. Now, through those doors, pushing its way through the heap of garbage that had helped muffle the noise of its boilers, strode a colossus of armored plate and mechanikal automation. The behemoth was nearly twice the height of a man but constructed in rough semblance of human form. Two pillar-like legs of steel supported a blocky torso, from which hung a pair of articulated arms with broad hands and massive fingers. From the front of the machine’s chassis, a squat, ovoid head protruded, crafted in the fashion of an archaic helm. The rear of the hulk supported a massive steam engine, its smokestack thrust up between rounded shoulders.
The metal giant was a steamjack, one of the fighting models—a warjack. A machine designed to decimate regiments of hardened soldiers. Staring up at it, the Sea Wolves felt like rats gazing upon a lion.
“Call off your dogs. Now!” Rutger snarled at the stunned Vigo.
The warjack turned its head as it heard Rutger’s shout. The arcane glow shining from its optics blazed brighter. With a shuddering rumble, the ’jack lurched forward. It had taken the command “now” as an order to attack. Marcheti shrieked as the giant’s foot pulverized his leg. The warjack ignored the maimed wretch and continued its advance against the Sea Wolves.
Rutger spun around, shouting at the warjack. “Stop! Amok, stop!” 
Amok turned its head once more, staring down at its master. There was almost a quizzical quality in the way it tilted its head, as though the machine’s cortex, the intricate mechanikal sphere that served as its brain, were confused by Rutger’s restraint.
Vigo and his gang, however, were in no confusion. Having seen Marcheti’s mutilation, they were of no mind to give the warjack the opportunity to do the same to them. Desperate to recover the initiative, they swarmed toward the machine and its master.


Down the road, Taryn received the charge of her own adversaries. A quick dart to one side, an upward swing of her empty magelock and she shattered the jaw of one enemy. The other man was a craftier foe, managing to keep the gun mage off balance with probing thrusts of his knife and sweeping slashes of his axe. Like an eel, the slippery thug squirmed away whenever Taryn tried to brain him.
She cursed at her opponent, cursed again as she saw Rutger’s distress at the other end of the street. The sight of the warjack towering over the fray made her wince. They’d agreed to use the thing only as a last resort. Bitterly, she tried to bludgeon her foe with one of her pistols. “This is all your fault,” she told him.
Over the thug’s shoulder, she could see the gang assaulting the warjack. While their leader kept Rutger busy with a mediocre display of swordsmanship, the other rogues hacked at the exposed pipes and pistons on the ’jack’s hull. She wondered why the stupid lummox didn’t do something to defend itself.
The next moment, she wished the behemoth had stayed still and let the ruffians reduce it to scrap metal.
With a speed incredible for a machine of its size, Amok’s torso rotated forward and flung one of the thugs chopping at its steam engine into the street. Before the other men could react, the ’jack caught one in its left hand. Originally outfitted with a chain cannon by its former master, Amok’s cortex was having some difficulty manipulating the new arm fitted to its chassis. When the steel fingers closed around the thug, they only crushed his ribs rather than grinding his body into paste.
Amok’s last opponent turned and fled. The man who’d been thrown into the street joined him, and they retreated into the only refuge they could see: the open door of Relics of Rhul. 
An angry, almost animalistic growl vented through the grill of Amok’s head. The hulking machine pursued the thugs, oblivious to the screaming man yet gripped in its steel paw. Amok’s pounding feet sent tremors through the neighborhood. The ’jack’s optics glared at the front of the shop, the cortex evaluating the obstruction. 
Reaching out with its right hand, the warjack seized the projecting beam to which the shop’s sign was chained. Wood splintered as the metal fingers tightened. 
“No!” Taryn gasped. She ducked under the sweeping axe of her foe and smashed the butt of her magelock upward into the thug’s groin. The man uttered a shrill yelp and sagged to the street. Taryn slugged him behind the ear with her other pistol to be certain he was out of the fight. Then she dashed toward Amok, yelling at the machine to power down, to walk away, to do anything except what it seemed to have set its mind to doing.


Rutger grimaced as Vigo made another darting feint. The thug knew he couldn’t cross blades with Jackknife, so he wasn’t even trying. He was simply keeping Rutger busy while his gang dealt with Amok. It had been an intelligent scheme until the warjack started mopping the street with Sea Wolves.
“Look, let’s call it a draw,” Rutger said. He nodded toward the shop, where Amok was chasing the last of the rogues. “I really need to take care of that.”
“I’m not falling for any of your tricks, sell-sword,” Vigo snarled.
Rutger shook his head in dismay as he saw Amok seize the roof beam projecting from their employer’s shop. Quickly, he calculated the amount of force a Toro-chassis warjack could exert. The answer wasn’t comforting. “Amok!” he shouted. “Stop! Power down! Knock it off!”
The racket from the heavy warjack’s engine drowned out his voice—or perhaps the ’jack just wasn’t listening. He’d begun to wonder if Amok’s cortex didn’t pick and choose which commands to obey and which to ignore. Certainly, it had a peculiar manner of interpretation.
Vigo dove in, trying to exploit the mercenary’s distraction. The rogue’s blade raked across Rutger’s breastplate with a metallic screech. “You knock it off too!” he said, driving him back with a slash of his mechanikal blade. “Can’t you see I’ve got bigger problems right now?”
Rutger smiled with relief when he saw Taryn running toward the warjack. At least she was safe and unharmed. Then he noticed what she was doing, running around Amok’s legs, shouting at the machine. Taryn knew she couldn’t command the ’jack, so her only way to stop it was to distract it. She was trying to get Amok to go after her!
“I’m all the trouble you can handle,” Vigo said. The ruffian slashed at his forearm, cutting the sleeve of his shirt. Almost automatically, Rutger drove the villain back with a flourish of Jackknife. His attention was riveted to Taryn now. She’d given up shouting at the warjack to get Amok’s attention. Now she was crouched down, reloading one of her magelocks! Rutger felt the bottom drop out of his belly. Shooting the ’jack would certainly get its attention. It was also liable to get her torn to pieces!
“Fight me!” Vigo roared. 
Before the thug could rush him again, Rutger lunged forward, barreling into him. He cracked Jackknife’s pommel against the thug’s skull. Stunned, Vigo pitched face-first into the gutter.
Rutger dashed toward Taryn. Even the rumble of Amok’s steam engine was drowned out by the loud crack that sounded from above Udric’s shop. Rutger risked one glance at the building, then caught Taryn in a flying tackle. The two mercenaries tumbled down the alley.
With a final tug, Amok wrenched the beam free and brought the building’s entire facade crashing into the street. Six stories of plaster, brick, and timber hurtled into Blood Alley with a deafening roar. A pillar of dust and dirt exploded into the sky, carpeting the neighborhood in a gritty grey film.
Shrugging off a mantle of chipped plaster and broken brick, Rutger rose from the street. He reached down to help Taryn to her feet. The gun mage glowered up at him.
“What happened to ‘We’ll only use it in an emergency?’” she asked.
Rutger looked at the sky, at the street, anywhere except his partner. “I thought we had an emergency.”
“No,” Taryn said, brushing dirt and dust from her clothes. “This, this right now is an emergency.”
The dust was beginning to settle. Amok stood idle amid the destruction it had caused. Five floors of residents peered down from the hole where the outer wall of their apartments had been. For the moment, shock and disbelief held them. Anger would soon follow.
Two dust-caked shapes came stumbling out from the rubble of Udric’s shop, choking and sputtering. The two Sea Wolves blinked in horror at Amok, then turned and fled through the debris-strewn street.
Slowly, Rutger approached the idle warjack. The ruffian with the broken ribs sobbed in its left hand. “Put him down,” Rutger said. As though aware of its master’s anger, it didn’t turn its head to look at him, but simply opened its fingers. The injured thug crashed to the street and began screaming again.
“Nice work,” Taryn said. She kicked Amok’s leg, wincing as her toe struck metal. 
“We stopped the gang,” Rutger said.
Taryn looked past him, shaking her head as a short, dust-covered figure climbed out from the wreckage of Relics of Rhul. The dwarf’s face was a grey mask of dirt with two green eyes glaring out from it. 
“Dice of Bolis!” Udric cursed. “I’m ruined! That gang could have robbed me for a hundred years and never done this much damage!”
Rutger opened his mouth to say something, but Taryn stopped him with a whispered warning. “I wouldn’t ask about our pay.” She nudged him with her elbow. “It seems demolishing half the street is one of the few things that’ll bring the watch down here.”
Rutger turned his head and groaned. Indeed, a squad of soldiers in the uniform of the Five Fingers Watch was dashing down the street.
“We can explain,” he said. “We were employed by Master Udric.”
An ugly scowl formed under the dwarf’s mask of dirt. “Employed!” he sputtered. “Employed!”
“Yes,” Taryn snapped, “we had an agreement.”
The dwarf shook his fist at her. “An agreement to protect my shop, not destroy it!” A cunning gleam crept into his eye, and he glanced at the approaching watch. “Not with me! No such thing! The watch can have you! I hope you all rot in Blackstone!” He jabbed a finger at the unmoving warjack. “And I hope they melt you down into a spittoon!”
Taryn grabbed the dwarf by the collar. “Listen, we have a signed contract!”
Even through the dirt, the smug look on Udric’s face was obvious. “Did you have a lawyer notarize it? Then I didn’t sign it!” He pulled free from her hold and grinned maliciously at the watch. “Maybe I’ll get lucky and they’ll hang you.” 
Taryn was about to throttle the dwarf when Rutger grabbed her by the shoulder. “It’s our word against his,” he said. “And I don’t think our word’s going to count for much!”
The sergeant leading the watch motioned his men to halt. He stared in astonishment at the destruction. Wounded Sea Wolves littered the street. His eyes focused on Rutger and Taryn, took in the hulking mass of their warjack. Any hesitancy on his part was decided when Udric started jumping up and down.
“They did it! Them!” the dwarf railed, pointing at the mercenaries. 
Drawing his sword, the sergeant started toward Taryn and Rutger. “Stay where you are. By the authority of the lord governor, you are under arrest.”
Rutger shook his head. “Amok, forward!” he shouted. The huge machine lurched to life, plowing through the ruin of Udric’s shop. Rutger and Taryn hurried close behind the charging ’jack. In short order, they broke through to the street behind Blood Alley.
As soon as they were clear, Rutger turned his warjack around. The watch had been startled but soon recovered, and a howling mob of constabulary was now scrambling through the wreckage. Rutger smiled at the sergeant, then pointed at the roof beam projecting from the back of the building.
“Amok, pull it down,” he said, letting his voice carry to the pursuing troops. The sergeant’s eyes widened, and he ordered his men to withdraw.
Rutger and Taryn took cover. Amok pulled, and the facade crumbled away. Rutger hoped the obstruction would buy them enough time to get clear of Rivergrav North and Chaser Island.
For the second time, Taryn tried to wipe away the dust caking her from toe to crown. “I don’t suppose you’d consider leaving that behind?” she said, jabbing a thumb at the warjack. 


The yard outside Resurrection Repairs was a scrapland of hollowed-out hulks, dismembered armatures, rusted boilers, corroded smokestacks, and gutted steam engines. Disembodied steamjack heads were stacked in a row against the perimeter fence, their optics extracted. Tangles of pipe and wire hung from the severed necks of some, providing a seemingly endless source of fascination for the scrawny kitten that batted at them with an oil-stained paw.
Taryn stepped away from a rusty metal rack sagging beneath a riotous array of pistons and gears. “Any of this junk even worth anything?” she said, dropping a blackened gearbox onto a pile of decaying rubber tubing. She frowned at the soot coating her fingers. She started to reach for a strip of rag hanging from the shelf, but a glance at its condition had her wiping the soot onto her breeches instead.
“Sometimes,” the gobber replied, his voice a shrill squeak. Far smaller and more sparely built than his human customers, he was bundled into a filthy leather smock riddled with a confusion of pockets. From those pockets an assortment of wrenches, pliers, hammers, and tongs protruded. Smaller tool belts circled the gobber’s thin arms, and a variety of bolt-drivers hung from the bandolier looped across his chest. An array of smaller precision wrenches and calipers was thrust beneath the strip of calfskin that circled the mechanik’s head. A selection of magnifying lenses dangled from this headband on tiny chains.
“Sometimes,” Zahnganunvi repeated, his green face splitting in a toothy grin. “Maybe I need one part to fix a big job.” He lifted a greasy hand and tugged at his long, bat-like ear. “Maybe I’ll never need it. Mother goddess knows.” He shrugged and returned his attention to the object laid out on the workbench, the immense left hand of a steamjack. The gobber was intent on scouring the bloodstains that had soaked into the gaps between the fingers. “Seals are bad,” he clucked. “Not opening right. Make big trouble later.”
Rutger stared up at the inert hulk of his warjack. As soon as they’d escaped Chaser Island, Taryn insisted they visit Junkers Zahn. It was the gobber who salvaged the ’jack following the battle on the Winking Maiden a month ago. As far as Taryn was concerned, that made him equally responsible for whatever was wrong with the machine. Rutger wasn’t so sure. The Toro was one of the most complicated of Ordic chassis designs, and it only made sense that the cortex installed into such a steamjack would be equally sophisticated. There was no telling how long Amok had been in the service of the murderous Ariztid Olt, or what sort of purpose he’d put the machine to. 
Steamjacks, especially those with complex cortexes, evolved over time. They could develop elements of initiative and intuition, becoming almost alive in their interactions with the world around them. A ’jack in continued service became more efficient at its tasks, more adaptable to changes in routine. At the same time, it could develop eccentricities in its logic, flaws and quirks in its implementation of commands. Sometimes these operational peculiarities became debilitating to the ’jack’s performance. Occasionally, they became dangerous.
By rights, the safest way to deal with a ’jack as complex as Amok was to wipe its cortex clean. Doing so, however, would erase all the experience and efficiency the machine had developed, rendering it as raw as a ’jack fresh off the assembly line. Moreover, the process was expensive, prohibitively so for Rutger and Taryn. Junkers Zahn, in restoring the damaged Toro, had promised a cheap alternative to wiping the warjack’s cortex. By extracting Amok’s mechanikal brain and placing it inside a special magnetized case for a few days, the gobber claimed he could jumble the ’jack’s memory, breaking it of old patterns and leaving it receptive to its new owner.
The incident in Blood Alley had left Rutger with serious misgivings about Junkers Zahn’s results. And the gobber’s first reaction to his account had been to dismantle and examine the warjack’s arm to see why it was sluggish.
“Junkers,” Rutger sighed, “I appreciate your looking at Amok’s arm, but that’s not the problem.”
The mechanik looked up from his work, the left side of his face magnified by the enormous monocle covering his eye. “You said the hand’s not working.” 
Rutger sighed again. “Yes, but it’s more than that. Something’s wrong with Amok’s cortex.”
Junkers Zahn spread his hands in a gesture of helplessness. “Five Fingers is a good place to find old parts. Not so good for finding new cortexes.” On their first meeting, the gobber had explained to Rutger the shortage of cortexes in the city. There was an abundance of old chassis and spare bits and bobs scattered throughout the islands, even some small-scale production in Five Fingers Jackworks and Dragon’s Maw Engines. Cortexes, however, were in short supply. It was common practice for the brain of an old worn-out ’jack to be reinstalled in a new chassis again and again. Buyers sometimes purchased steamjacks just to recycle the cortex.
The gobber squinted through the lens and thrust a long green finger accusingly at Rutger. “You don’t like Amok to act like Amok, don’t call him Amok.” 
Rutger shook his head. There was a widespread superstition among those who commanded ’jacks, a tradition that had spread across the Iron Kingdoms. Much like the belief of sailors regarding their ships, it was held to be bad luck to rename a ’jack. He explained as much to the gobber.
“Oh, that makes absolute sense!” Taryn scoffed. She walked away from the rack of oversized steam hammers she’d been examining and ambled toward Rutger and his warjack, ticked off points on her fingers as she spoke. “We didn’t get paid by Udric. We demolished an entire building. The watch is looking for us. And we’re just about down to our last crown.” Junkers Zahn abruptly set down his tools.
“Your point?” Rutger asked, fishing coins from his belt to assure the mechanik that he would indeed get paid.
Taryn slapped her hand against the warjack’s leg. “My point is, I don’t think our luck can get any worse.” She laughed. “Unless the watch has decided to put posters out on us.” Watching Rutger’s expression darken, she immediately regretted her choice of words. There had been times in his past when her comrade had dealt with bounty hunters on his trail. She hadn’t intended to remind him of those dark days.
“We’ll get enough money together to bribe the right people before that happens,” Rutger said. He pointed up at the warjack. “We’ll have no trouble getting work once we’ve got him back together.” He stepped back, craning his neck to get a better look at the machine. “First, before he wrecks anything else, he needs a new name.” He looked expectantly at Taryn, a broad smile on his face. The gun mage rolled her eyes and muttered a suggestion.
“Rex!” Rutger laughed, clapping his hands together. “I like it! A kingly name!”
“That’s not what I said. I said ‘Wrecks’ because it’s good at wrecking things.”
But Rutger didn’t hear her. Already, he was dragging a ladder across the yard to the Toro’s side so he could reach the cortex access panel and throw the switch that would make it receptive to its rechristening.
“Rex,” Taryn grumbled, slapping the warjack’s leg. “Well, you’d better start earning your keep.” She glared up into the Toro’s vacant optics. “If you don’t, I’m going to start selling you back to Junkers Zahn piece by piece.” 


Lorca reclined in the high-backed chair and considered the man on the other side of the marble-topped desk. There was no anger, no accusation in the man’s expression as he studied his underling, only a blank, emotionless contemplation. Lorca’s men knew their boss was never more dangerous than when he kept his feelings hidden. 
“You were supposed to tell nobody about the Black Anne,” Lorca said. The grizzled dock walloper shuddered under his boss’s scrutiny, glancing at the wood-paneled walls, the rich rugs scattered across the floor, the tall window that looked out from Lorca’s gambling-hall headquarters across the monolithic structures in the Governor’s District. His straying eyes chanced across the other occupant of Lorca’s office, hidden in shadow. A visible shiver ran through the thug, and he hastily looked back to his boss.
“Nobody knew,” he said. If any of the ship crews and stevedore compacts he extorted protection from could hear him now, they would be amazed at the desperate appeal in his voice. “I didn’t tell nobody. We just kept anybody who didn’t look right away from your ship. Just like you said.”
Lorca shook his head. “You told somebody. Somebody found out because somebody tried to break into the hold last night.”
The dock walloper cringed. “Not from me. Maybe it was just some independents looking for a quick score. Couldn’t it just be coincidence?”
A thin, cheerless smile appeared on Lorca’s face. He laid a pistol on the desk, aimed directly at his underling, and left his hand on it. “In this business, you live longer if you don’t believe in coincidence.” 
“Wait.” A low, brittle voice held Lorca from firing. Whatever relief the dock walloper might have felt evaporated as the other occupant of Lorca’s office emerged from the shadows. She had the appearance of an aged dowager, dressed in a gaudy gown dripping with sequins and lace. A filigreed headdress crowned her, billowing around her in spiraling towers of silk and satin. She held her hands before her, nestled within a thick fur muff. The face that watched the henchman was caked in powder, lips and cheeks endowed with rouge, eyebrows painted across a narrow brow. Despite such efforts, however, there was no hiding the hoary antiquity of those sunken amber eyes. 
The burly extortionist cowered before the old woman’s approach. The crone’s tight mouth curled.
“Give him to me,” she said.
Lorca decided to ignore the commanding tone, staring instead at the doomed thug. “He’s yours, Azaam. Enjoy him.”
The crone’s smiled widened, displaying sharp, fang-like teeth. One of her hands emerged from inside the fur muff. Between her bony talons she gripped an ugly-looking knife engraved with the profane symbols of some strange and alien script.
Like a bird transfixed by a serpent, the dock walloper could only watch as the blood hag brought the razored edge of her blade against his skin.
“My enjoyment,” Azaam said, “depends on how long he lasts.” 





CHAPTER II
The Ten Kings was the ostentatious name engraved in the sign hanging outside the tavern, the words haloed by seven crudely etched crowns. The joke on Channel Lane was that anyone smart or sober enough to notice that the crowns were three shy was obviously in no condition to patronize the place. Brandle Wester, the proprietor, specialized in poor beer, cheap rum, and weak sangre. The accoutrements inside the tavern looked as though they dated from the days of Scion Bolis, ramshackle tables and benches a worm would be too proud to nibble on. A moldy old canvas purporting to depict the view seaward from the Porpoise Isles hung behind the bar, its pigments slowly fading into muddy indistinctness. From the ceiling, the decaying husk of a stuffed shark lent the place a final ambiance of dereliction.
Rutger sniffed at the brown murk clinging to the bottom of his cup, trying not to think what the smell reminded him of. He glanced across the gloomy room, squinting at the other patrons. Sailors down to their last coppers, beggars squandering their morning’s earnings, inveterate drunkards trying to stretch their drinking money beyond rational expectations. If he was back in Cygnar, he would have thought this was about as low as someone could sink. In a place like Five Fingers, he knew it was just a way station to the bottom.
Taryn pinched her nose and bolted the stuff in her own cup. Tears gleamed in her eyes, and she made a bold effort not to cough as the liquor slid down. “It . . . it has . . . a certain . . . taste,” she said. 
“You wanted someplace discreet,” Rutger said. “We could have stayed with Junkers while he was finishing Rex’s overhaul.”
Taryn rapped a finger against her cup. “We’d probably have been better off drinking lubricant.” She made a sour expression and clapped a hand quickly to her belly. “Certainly couldn’t be any worse.”
“But then we’d miss this lovely ambiance,” Rutger laughed, plucking a splinter from the table that had found its way into his thumb. 
“Some things have to be experienced to be appreciated,” Taryn said. Her expression became wistful. “If the aristocrats in Merywyn could see me now, what they would say.” She shrugged and shook her head. “Then again, they’d probably be too busy looking down their noses to notice.”
Rutger decided to risk a sip of the purported rum in his cup. “About now they’re probably so sick of Khadoran vyatka they just might be jealous.” He grimaced and clenched his eyes as the taste struck him. “Then again . . . ”
Taryn patted her comrade’s hand. “At least nobody would ever think to look for us here.”
The smile that had started to grow across Rutger’s face faded. He hung his head and mumbled. 
“What’s that?” Taryn asked, puzzled by his sudden change in attitude.
Rutger raised his head. “I said look behind you, but it doesn’t matter. He’s coming this way.”
Taryn’s hand fell to one of the magelocks hidden under her cloak. She started to ease the weapon from its holster as she turned around. Her eyes narrowed into daggers when she saw the smarmy little Midlunder walking toward their table. 
“My dear old friend Rutger Shaw!” the ruddy-faced man yelled. “And the lovely Lady Taryn!” he added, turning toward the gun mage. He looked profoundly surprised to discover one of her pistols aimed at his forehead.
“Marko Vane,” Taryn hissed. “You have no idea how much I am going to enjoy this.” She glared at Rutger when he grabbed her arm and pushed her gun back under the table. He nodded his chin, indicating she should take a glance at the rest of the tavern. Every eye in the place was looking their way. Several of the more sober denizens of the Ten Kings looked to already have weapons of their own ready beneath their grubby coats and shabby tunics.
“It might not look it, but even a place like this has certain standards,” Rutger said. As he released her arm, he lunged at Marko, grabbing the thief by the front of his cloak and lifting him off the floor with one hand. “They probably won’t mind if we settle with him outside.”
Marko yelped. “Is this the thanks I get for warning you about the ambush in the coalfield?”
Rutger pulled the thief close, getting right in his face. “Who was it that sold us out to Olt to begin with?” 
Marko squirmed in the mercenary’s grip. “Now . . . there . . . there is some . . . some truth to that,” he said. “But . . . but I’ve come . . . to square things. To do you both a big favor.”
“You can stand still while I shoot your fingers off,” Taryn suggested, rising from the table.
“Listen . . . wait . . . just hear me,” Marko said. “I know you two are in a tight spot and I want to help.”
Taryn reached over and twisted the thief’s ear, smiling when she saw the little man wince in pain. “What do you know?”
Marko glanced around at their surroundings, a sly look coming over his face. He answered in a whisper. “The watch has put posters out on you both. One hundred silverweight. Dead or alive, naturally.”
“And you think to collect?” Rutger tightened his grip.
“Me? Betray old friends for such a paltry sum?” Marko sounded genuinely offended. 
Taryn frowned, a thought occurring to her. The ear she held between her fingers was adorned with a sapphire stud. “Does he look different to you?” she asked Rutger. The mercenary shared his partner’s frown. When they’d first encountered Marko in Five Fingers he’d been eking out an existence with a band of muggers on Chaser. To judge by the rings on his fingers, the gemstones in his ears, and the necklaces adorning his chest, the thief had come up in the world.
“Nice of you to notice,” Marko said, winking at Taryn. He howled when she gave his ear another twist. “Stop that before you tear it off,” he whined.
“Maybe we should hear him out,” Rutger said, lowering the thief to the floor. “You can always kill him later.”
Taryn kept her gaze focused on Marko. “I’ve heard that one before,” she grumbled, giving the Midlunder’s ear a final twist before letting go of him.
With exaggerated care, Marko smoothed his rumpled clothes and adjusted the stud in the ear Taryn had twisted. “This is nice,” he said. “I come looking for my friends because I want to make restitution for past misunderstandings, because I know they’re in a tight spot and could use my help and this is the thanks I get.” He looked from Rutger to Taryn. “But only a small mind holds a grudge. I will overlook this unpleasantness.” 
“Just let me wound him,” Taryn hissed through clenched teeth.
“Let’s hear what he has to say first,” Rutger said. “Then we can flip a coin for who gets first crack at him.”
Marko smiled, clearly doing his best to make the expression look genuine. “You’ve no doubt taken stock of my recent prosperity. Now I’m in a position to invite you to share in my good fortu—”
“Not interested,” Rutger said. “All I want to hear from you pertains to the bounty the watch has put on us.”
Marko shook his head. He sank down into the empty chair beside Taryn. “That’s a bad business, very bad. It’ll be a few days yet before they start distributing the posters to the other islands. That dwarf whose business you ruined, I’m afraid he has a good memory for faces, and to make things worse, some talented artistic friends.” He reached beneath his striped vest and unfolded the top portion of a large sheet of parchment. Rutger and Taryn groaned in unison when they saw the excellent renditions of their own faces staring up at them.
“Everything’s for sale in this city,” Taryn said. “Who do we pay off to make this all go away?”
“Lots of people,” Marko said. “First, naturally, there’s the Chaser Island Watch. Then you have to make restitution to your dwarf friend. Then there’s the Tordoran Way Community Guild, they’ll expect to be compensated for the cleanup. You have the landlords of the residences above the—”
“How much?” Taryn said.
Marko made a quick calculation on his fingers. “About nine hundred royals should do it,” he decided.
“Nine hundred gold?!” Taryn shouted. “The bounty on us is only one hundred silver!”
“Justice doesn’t come cheap,” Marko said. “Now, if you’d like to hear my proposition . . .”
“Not interested,” Rutger said. “We’ll get the money our own way.”
“If you had the time, you mean,” Marko said. His face grew grave, even the cunning gleam leaving his eye. “Kalder’s in town,” he whispered.
Rutger settled back in his chair, his expression turning dour. Taryn looked at the two men. “Somebody mind telling me who this Kalder is?”
“A bounty hunter,” Marko said. “One of the most vicious in the trade.” He wagged a finger at Rutger. “Some of us have crossed his path before.”
Taryn shrugged. “So this Kalder knows you? If he’s got a reputation, he must be expensive. He won’t bother about a one hundred–silverweight reward.”
“He will for me,” Rutger said. “You know something of my past. In my youth I often lived outside the law. Kalder was an established bounty hunter even back then. He managed to track me down after I’d stolen some jewels intended for Duke Skarholt’s mistress. He turned me over to the duke, but before he was paid I managed to escape Skarholt’s dungeons. Skarholt was so enraged, he had Kalder thrown into the dungeon in my place.”
“I can see why he might bear a grudge,” Taryn said.
Rutger shook his head. “Not a grudge. A vendetta. Kalder spent six months in Skarholt’s dungeon. While he was there, his wife caught the plague and died.” He drank down the rest of his rum, so focused on his memories that he barely felt its bite. “Kalder used to be a decent, honorable man. He always gave his quarry a chance to be taken alive. He gave me that chance. His wife’s death burned away whatever sense of honor he possessed, any empathy he might have had for those he hunts. Now he’s a killer, a headhunter trying to fill the void in his soul with blood money. They could post a black penny for me and Kalder would come looking.”
“Which is why you should listen to me,” Marko said. “I have a plan that could make us a couple thousand royals within a week. Two weeks tops.” He pushed his chair closer to the table, dropping his voice to a subdued squeak. “I’ve heard all about the fight in Blood Alley and that warjack you’ve got. Now, I know about a certain place where your ’jack can earn some big money quick. Granted, it’s maybe quasi-legal, but the gold’ll spend just the same.”
“What are you babbling about?” Taryn snarled. Worried about Rutger, she was in no humor to entertain one of Marko’s duplicitous schemes.
“Pit-fighting,” the thief said. He raised his hands to stave off any angry retort. “Not a blood sport, mind. Nothing like that. Well, not really like that.” He hurried to explain, appreciating that Taryn’s patience was growing dangerously low. “I know a place where they stage fights once a week. Very lucrative.”
“Listen, you little weasel, if you think you’re going to talk Rutger into getting himself slashed to ribbons by pit fighters . . .” 
Marko blanched at Taryn’s intensity.
“He’s not talking about me,” Rutger said. “He wants Rex.” He slammed his cup onto the dilapidated table. “You’re talking about ’jack-scrapping, aren’t you?”
Marko grinned. “If I wasn’t, I wouldn’t really need you, would I?” He tapped the fingers of one hand against the rings adorning the other. “After what happened in Blood Alley, your ’jack has developed quite a reputation. The operator of this . . . establishment we’ve been discussing would pay enormously well if he could promise his patrons a ‘celebrity’ fight.”
“Not interested,” Rutger said.
“Why not?” Taryn asked, rounding on her partner. She knew he was thinking only of Rex, thinking about his ’jack getting demolished in Marko’s arena. One of Rutger’s most frustrating quirks was his way of treating ’jacks almost as if they were alive. Taryn didn’t need some sentimental nonsense to give her the worries. She was thinking about the price on her friend’s head and the vindictive bounty hunter who’d be only too happy to collect it.
“Because we’re not,” Rutger said. “I’m not going to let Rex get torn apart just to gratify a mob of drunken degenerates.”
“But letting a bounty killer slit your throat, that’s fine?” 
“Oh, it doesn’t need to come to that,” Marko said, looking from one mercenary to the other. “The proprietor of this venture, he’ll want to build up Rex’s reputation first. Stage some preliminary fights for a month or so. Put you against repurposed laborjacks and the like. Nothing too serious.” A titter rose from the thief. “We can make our money on the preliminaries and when it comes time for the big fights, we can simply tell them we’re no longer interested.” He leaned closer to Rutger, tapping a finger against the splintered table. “After what happened in Blood Alley, you need to practice with your ’jack a bit more. Work out the bugs. I ask you, where else are you going to find controlled battlefield conditions to really put Rex through its paces?”
“Wurm’s breath,” Taryn said. “I hate to say it, but the little weasel’s right.” She could see the turmoil in Rutger’s eyes. “You know it too,” she said.
Marko beamed, puffing out his chest as he leaned back. “I’ll act as your manager, save you from all the drudgery of arranging fights and negotiating with the proprietor. Rutger, of course, will need to operate Rex. Taryn, we don’t . . .” The thief almost choked on his words when he met the gun mage’s glare. “You can come along for moral support.”
Taryn ignored the Midlunder. Rising from her chair, she laid her hand on Rutger’s shoulder. “It’s the right thing to do,” she said.
“No,” Rutger said, “it’s not the right thing to do.” He clenched his fist. “But it is the smart thing to do.”
“Excellent.” Marko laughed. “I’ll go make the arrangements and we can discuss the split.”
“Even shares,” Taryn said. Her tone brooked no argument.
Marko shrugged. “It’s a lot of work to do, a lot of favors to call in, but seeing as we’re old friends, I’ll settle for a third.”
“A quarter,” Rutger said, his decision drawing bewildered looks from both Marko and Taryn. “Rex gets a share too.”
Marko blinked in disbelief. “The . . . the ’jack?” he said. “You want to give the ’jack a share?”
Rutger nodded. “He’s the one that’s going to get knocked around. There’ll be repairs and upkeep to take into consideration. If Rex gets his own share, then we can make sure he gets the treatment he deserves after each fight.” 


Rat Run was appropriately named. Since entering the shadowy, stinking morass that passed itself off as a shortcut from Chesake Market to Haggler’s Square, Lorca had seen no fewer than a hundred of the vermin scurrying along the gutter or across the rigging overhead. Some of the loathsome rodents looked big enough to serve on the lord governor’s staff.
The southernmost of the islands that made up the city of Five Fingers, Hospice was a labyrinth of filthy slums, a quagmire of human misery and despair. It was to Hospice that the poorest of the poor were discarded, condemned to a starveling existence in a place the rest of the city did its best to pretend didn’t even exist. For those who wanted to disappear, Beggar’s Isle offered a dismal anonymity, provided one could tolerate the obscene broth of poverty and disease. 
Even Lorca had been forced to use caution, a threadbare coat concealing the expensive cut of his clothes. The half-dozen brutes who escorted him down Rat Run were from a local gang with loyalties to Lorca’s syndicate and ultimately to High Captain Kilbride. The thugs kept their clubs and knives at the ready, and any sign of movement brought a wary glance from at least one of them. Kilbride had been fighting High Captain Waernuk for control of the Beggar’s Maze area for several years, but it wasn’t the rival syndicate that most worried Lorca. Elsewhere in Five Fingers, even the independent criminals were leery of angering one of the big syndicates. On Hospice, there were many too desperate to care whom they crossed. It was hard to worry about consequences when you hadn’t eaten for a week.
From the Beggar’s Maze, Rat Run led into the dilapidated Southhold Prow. Once a bustling industrial area, the district had since fallen into the same squalor as the rest of the island. Full of abandoned warehouses, dilapidated mills, and run-down tenements that had once housed thousands of factory workers, the district was a wilderness of rust and decay. 
Lorca’s escort led him toward a rotting warehouse on the area’s periphery. The brick walls were gradually crumbling away, the tile roof had been stripped bare by storms to expose rusted iron beams, and the windows were boarded, the doors chained together. As they approached, Lorca felt the hairs on his neck stand on end. There was an indefinable atmosphere here, something more depressing than mere abandonment, something more elemental in its wrongness. The feel of the place was more than simply doomed. It was forsaken, even damned.
He could see that his guards felt the same. Their vigilance took on an almost frantic quality. Even the rats were repelled, straying no nearer the warehouse than a few hundred yards. Lorca frowned at his own uneasiness. He dismissed his escort, unwilling that they should see his timidity. He waited until the gang had withdrawn into the broken hulk of an old steel mill before forcing himself onward.
Unlike the rats and thugs, Lorca knew the reason for the dread that chilled his heart. That knowledge gave him the courage to press on alone. Indeed, the ordeal emboldened him with each step. The source of his fear was no mystery because it was something under his control.
It took three keys to open the lock that bound the chains across the warehouse doors. By the time Lorca had finished turning the last key, his pride had dulled the last tremor in his hands. There was no fear in his step when he slid one of the iron-banded doors along its corroded runners and stepped into the darkness.
Fear returned when the gangster’s eyes adjusted. Laid out along the dusty floor of the warehouse, close to the door, was a row of bodies. A dozen or more, each in a different state of decay and putrefaction. The sight of corpses, even in such profusion, wouldn’t have bothered Lorca. It was what had been done to them that made his gorge rise, certain mutilations that were as unspeakable as they were profane. 
“Feeling squeamish?” Azaam’s brittle voice sounded from the darkness. Lorca looked away from the row of corpses, stared as the blood hag came stalking out of the darkness. She had discarded the affectations of an elderly dowager, adorning herself in the savage splendor of a Satyxis sorceress. A kilt of tanned leather was wrapped about her waist, the dried fingers of the men whose flayed skins had provided the garment flapping against the hem with each step she took. A bustier of bleached bones circled her chest, grisly charms and talismans entwined with the skeletal framework. A headpiece of malachite and adamantine coiled about her brow, writhing like a serpent between the grotesque horns jutting from her forehead. It was the knife in her wizened hand that arrested Lorca’s attention, however. The knife and the fresh blood coating the grey arm that held it.
“You were told to hide until I needed you,” Lorca said, pointing at the witch’s bloody arm and the row of corpses. 
“Who will notice if the forgotten disappear?” Azaam said. “Is that not why you chose this place for us? A place that has been forgotten?” She gazed almost wistfully at the mutilated corpses. “I must keep busy while we bide our time. And these had already wasted their lives. Why should they be permitted to waste their deaths?”
“Because too much is at stake,” Lorca said. “Or do I need to remind you about the terms of our agreement?”
A glottal, slobbering voice oozed from the blackened depths of the warehouse. “We remember the arrangement. Both what is expected and what has been promised.” The sound of metal scraping against stone echoed through the abandoned building. The eerie glow of Cryxlight shone in the shadows and drew nearer. Lorca shuddered as the ghastly brilliance briefly illuminated a file of bonejacks. The monstrous machines stood in stony silence while the light swept past them.
The gibbous light and gruesome sound drew closer. Lorca could see now that the glow came from a clutch of metal lanterns chained to a troll-skin belt. The belt, in turn, circled a distended belly, shapeless and bloated with corruption. Beneath the belt, the source of the harsh metallic scraping was exposed, for there was no waist, only a barrel-like plug of metal from which four steel claws protruded, flitting across the floor like the legs of some abominable spider.
Above the lanterns’ glow, the horror’s body became an emaciated, almost skeletal shell. Coils of rubber tubing slithered from between exposed ribs; cables of copper undulated from heart to neck. At the base of the throat, a silver disc protruded, slash-like vents shivering as breath was sucked into the decayed lungs below. A bowl-like headpiece of black silk embroidered with cabalistic sigils shrouded a squat, toad-like skull. The leprous face that peered from beneath bore only a hole where its nose had rotted away. Two spheres of glass stared from its sockets, their tinted surfaces not quite concealing the macabre objects floating within.
Azaam smiled at Lorca’s alarm. “You have heard of, but have not met my associate. This is Moritat, one of our most ingenious necrotechs.”
Moritat’s face contorted with ghoulish amusement at the blood hag’s compliment. One of his skeletal hands reached into the satchel looped over his shoulder. From the bag, he removed a nugget of glistening black stone. He held the rock toward Lorca, his expression taking on a tinge of offense when the gangster recoiled. 
“I have examined the sample you gave our agents,” the necrotech said. “It is an unusually fine grade of necrotite. Great must have been the suffering that soaked into the vein. The potentialities for such a fuel are . . . enticing.” He waited, favoring Lorca with an expectant, indulgent smile, like a lecturer waiting for a student to understand the lesson he has just been taught. When the desired reaction wasn’t forthcoming, Moritat stuck a finger into the vent above his lungs and poked about until he pulled a bit of tissue free. He inspected it a moment, then stared back at the gangster. 
“I am happy that our deal is to your satisfaction,” Lorca said, trying to hide the quiver in his voice. 
Moritat shrugged at Lorca’s lack of appreciation, his inability to see the genius of this discovery. He stroked the necrotite nugget as though it were a favored pet. “I shall need much more for my purposes. My experiments are most exhaustive.” The morbid flesh floating inside the glass spheres emerged from the liquid depths. “You have the amount you promised?”
“You’ll get what we agreed on,” Lorca said. He glanced away from Moritat as he caught motion from the corner of his eye. One of the bodies lying on the floor had started to twitch, its mouth contorting in a silent moan. Despite the thing’s obvious agony, there was no chance it could still be alive, not with the organs that had been cut from its mutilated flesh. Azaam stalked over to the moaning thing. There was a look of pleasure on her face as she started to work on the body with her knife.
It only took a moment of watching Azaam for Lorca to look away in disgust. “I brought you here to do a job, not . . .”
“So you did and so we will,” Moritat said. “But it would have been impractical for us to bring everything we need all the way from Cryx. We felt it would be more efficient to improvise some of the more mundane elements from . . . shall we say, local materials?” The necrotech’s spidery legs scratched at the floor as he came scuttling closer. “You must want this man dead very badly.” 
Lorca squirmed under Moritat’s gaze. 
“What is so special about one death, when there is so much all around us? Everything that thinks itself alive is already dying. Only the Dragonfather is eternal.” Moritat pulled another sliver of rotten tissue from the slash-like vent. “So much trouble just to kill one man. You should have asked for a few dozen, bought your murders wholesale.”
Lorca stared back at the monster. Ambition dulled the horror coursing through his veins. He was a man with an insatiable appetite for power. On his own, he’d risen through the ranks of High Captain Kilbride’s syndicate, eliminating anything and anyone in his way. But he’d reached a plateau. To climb any higher he would have to stand on the corpse of a murdered man. Not just any man, but his own boss within the syndicate, Vulger Volkenrath, first mate to Low Captain Haggise, Kilbride’s second-in-command. Lorca didn’t have any qualms about murder, but killing his own boss—if the crime could be traced back to him—would be like slitting his own throat.
If Volkenrath were slaughtered by horrors from Cryx, however, not even his fiercest rival would suspect Lorca’s involvement.
“He’s the only one I need dead,” Lorca said. He forced himself to look back at Azaam and her gory adjustments to the recalcitrant corpse. “Do whatever you need to do to get ready, but I want you to act soon.”
Azaam stepped away from the mangled carcass. She stretched her blood-soaked hand toward it and arcane runes glowed in the air around her fingers. The same runes flickered briefly where they had been carved into the corpse’s flesh. Slowly, the thing sat upright, then clumsily pulled itself to its feet. The blood hag had invested it with the foulest echo of life, the obscene vitality of the undead. The corpse was now one of the risen.
“We will step up our preparations,” Azaam said. “We will be ready. See that you can say the same.”
“I’m already making the arrangements to ship the necrotite out of Five Fingers. Don’t worry—with me working it, you’ll be able to get your necrotite safely out of the city,” Lorca said. “And I’ve already figured out where you can hit Vulger. He has a hobby. He likes to watch steamjacks beat each other into scrap. Once a week he operates a fighting arena called the Scrapyard here on Hospice. That’s one of the reasons I chose this place to hide you, so you’d be close to the hunting ground.”
Moritat gave the nugget of necrotite one final caress, then slipped it back into his satchel. “My creations are not known for their restraint,” he said. “They are liable to kill everything in the arena.”
Lorca watched as Azaam used her magic to animate a second corpse. He’d come too far to reconsider now. “Just as long as you get Vulger, I don’t care how many you kill.” The racketeer shuddered as the second risen lurched to its feet. He tried not to think about where his ghastly allies had come by so many corpses, or the nearness of Blocklathe Orphanage to their hideout.
A giggle bubbled from the necrotech’s lips. “When my creations are through with it, you may start calling the Scrapyard the Boneyard.”





CHAPTER III
“Over my dead body,” Taryn growled, both hands closing a little tighter around the grips of her magelocks. The idea seemed to hold a lot of attraction for the hatchet-faced Thurian and the two ogrun bruisers behind him. After five minutes of arguing with the gun mage about her weapons, the ogrun looked like they were ready to tear out the nearest support column and beat her with it.
“I don’t like it either,” Rutger said, “but if we’re going to do this, we have to play by the rules.” He’d already taken off his own weapon belt and was only waiting for Taryn to be reasonable before handing his arms over to the Scrapyard’s enforcers.
“I’d sooner go naked than hand over my guns.” She glared at the Thurian. 
Marko adopted his oiliest smile and hurried between Taryn and the enforcer. “Now, now, let’s all keep things civil.” With a dramatic flourish he started removing knives from under his vest, handing them to the Thurian one after the other. “See, I’m not worried about getting my weapons back,” he said, looking at Taryn.
“We can still go back,” Rutger said, laying his hand on her shoulder. He knew how important the magelocks were to Taryn. They’d been a gift from her mentor, Henri, the closest thing to a father she’d ever had. Henri had died many years ago defending Taryn’s honor. The magelocks were the only tangible thing she had to remember him by.
Taryn turned away. They were standing in what had once been a shipmonger’s dry dock. The rusted hulk of a never completed ship had corroded into the far wall, where it lay like some mammoth carcass. Pools of stagnant water and jumbles of broken masonry littered the open ground leading back to the squalid Southhold Prow.
She glanced over at Rex. The warjack’s optics stared down at her. Somehow there seemed to be an accusing quality in the ’jack’s gaze. She knew it was foolishness, but somehow she couldn’t shake the impression that Rex was judging her.
The ’jack meant a lot to Rutger, perhaps as much to him as her magelocks meant to her. Yet he’d agreed to risk Rex, allowed her to talk him into a venture he felt was wrong. Only now did she really understand how hard that decision must have been.
“In or out?” the Thurian enforcer asked, clearly impatient to retreat back behind his steel door and blot out the stench wafting from Broken Finger Channel.
Taryn unbuckled her gun belt and handed it to the enforcer. “In,” she said. Before she could breathe another word, Marko was relieving Rutger of his weapons and almost flinging them at the enforcer.
“Good. That’s settled,” Marko said. He waved his hand at the enforcer. “If we hurry there’ll still be time to make some last-minute bets . . . I mean arrangements.” He corrected himself, noticing the ugly looks his companions gave him.
The Thurian made a gesture with his fist, and the two ogrun stepped back toward the door, grunting as they slid the massive portal open. This service entrance to the arena was big enough to admit all but the heaviest steamjacks, yet the ogrun managed to move the door by sheer strength. Beyond the door was a long corridor down which the shouts and cheers of a large crowd were conveyed to the dry dock.
“Your weapons will be waiting for you at the front cage,” the enforcer said, making a point of handing a bronze claim chit to Taryn. “You can get them when you leave.” He nodded at Rex. “The ’jack and its operator take the left turn at the end of the corridor. You other two go right.
“Welcome to the Scrapyard.”


As they neared the end of the corridor, Rutger felt increasingly disturbed. The shouts and cheers became steadily more savage and animalistic the closer they moved toward their source. The corridor walls were lined with arms, legs, pistons, boilers, chassis plates, coal hoppers, furnace grates, and almost every other steamjack component Rutger could put a name to. He saw the ugly gnaw marks of scrap saws, the deep gashes inflicted by battle blades, the gouges left behind by drill rigs, the hideous crumpling caused by a cargo claw. Some pieces were scorched and melted, evidence of boiler explosions.
“Vulger needs to get some scrappers in here,” Marko said as they marched past the debris. “Any of the good salvage makes its way back into circulation pretty quick, but he’s bad about having the junk hauled away.”
Taryn grabbed the thief by the scruff of his neck. “What’s that about salvage?” 
“Just . . . just the standard agreement,” Marko said. “Any ’jack that can’t walk away after a fight becomes the property of the house.”
“And I’ll just bet they don’t call the fights until they’re dead sure one of the ’jacks won’t be walking away!” Taryn shook the Midlunder like a rag doll.
“Usually, usually,” Marko said. “But we won’t have that problem. Vulger’s not going to pit Rex against anything it can’t beat. He’ll want to build up interest first. Give Rutger and Rex a chance to gain a reputation.”
Taryn shoved Marko against the wall. She turned toward Rutger. “If you’d rather call the whole thing off . . .”
Rutger barely heard her. The end of the corridor was close now, the passage branching off to left and right. The brick half wall afforded a view out across the arena. At one time it must have been the main workshop. Now it was given over to a ring of tiered platforms that surrounded a sunken pit some hundreds of yards across. The torsos of two steamjacks rose above the lip of the pit, lunging and pitching from one side to the other. The ’jacks pounded at each other with their massive metal fists, battering one another into dented hulks.
A set of iron cages swung above the pit, suspended from the roof by steel cables. There was a man locked inside each cage, face pressed close to the bars, a tin funnel pressed to his lips as he tried to make his shouts heard above the roaring engines and driving fists of the steamjacks below. Rutger immediately guessed who the caged men were. 
Taryn did too. This time her hand was around Marko’s throat rather than his scruff. “They’re not locking Rutger in a cage!” 
“Easy,” Rutger said. “A ’jack’s operator has to be close to the action. Up in a cage is better than down in the pit.”
Taryn still looked dubious. “This rat didn’t say anything about handing over weapons or salvage or putting you in a cage! What else did he forget to mention?”
“If you decided to let him breathe, he might tell us.” 
Taryn frowned. She quite liked Marko’s purple complexion. Reluctantly, she let the thief gulp air back into his lungs.
“There . . . there may be . . . one . . . other thing,” Marko said. He pointed up at the cages. Taryn was first to spot what the thief was trying to show them.
She shuddered. “Look at their hands.” 
A chill crawled down Rutger’s back. He could see one of the men’s hands where he held onto the bars. It only had three fingers. That might have been simply coincidence, but the man in the opposite cage was pressing the tin funnel to his lips with a grotesque nub of flesh that only had a thumb left.
“Vulger wants to make sure every fight is on the up and up,” Marko said. “A lot of people bet on the fights and he doesn’t want anybody to think they’re rigged. So . . . so the loser, the guy whose ’jack gets beaten, well, he kind of has one of his fingers cut off.”
“We’re leaving,” Taryn said. 
Marko caught at her cloak before she could start back down the corridor. “It’s too late for that. Vulger’s expecting a fight. Try to back out now and you’ll wish he only cut off a finger!” Marko turned a sheepish look at Rutger. “I’m sorry, but you have to go through with it.”
Rutger was staring down into the fighting pit. It was an eight-foot-deep crater in the center of the floor, either end of its ovoid shape rising in a gradual slope. The ’jacks, one a Bulldog with a crude armor plating welded to its forearms, the other a Forager with anchor chains wrapped about its fists, were starting to break apart. A brutal strike from the Bulldog’s fist crumpled the Forager’s shoulder, impacting against the pistons of its left arm and rendering it unable to rise more than a quarter of the way. The Forager’s chain-wrapped fist returned the favor by pummeling its adversary’s midsection with such force that the Bulldog found itself incapable of rotating its waist.
The spectators’ cheers rose to a deafening fury as the Bulldog brought both its hands smashing down on the Forager’s chassis, exploiting the inability of its left arm to raise high enough to block it. There was a ghastly sound of crumpling metal and seizing gears. The Forager staggered back, reeling like a punch-drunk flesh-and-blood fighter. Black smoke boiled from the dent in its hull; the light in its optics flickered and faded. The crowd fell silent. 
The men suspended in cages shrieked and yelled, pleading to be lowered back to the floor.
Everyone waited to see if the Forager’s boiler would explode. A groan of profound disappointment and jeers of derision rose from the crowd when the crippled ’jack simply pitched over and crashed against the side of the pit. Rutger imagined he was the only person in the whole arena who felt any pity for the mangled Forager. Except, of course, for its operator in the cage that still hung over the pit. The man was going to find it awfully hard to hold his tin funnel without even a thumb.
Rutger turned away as a crew of scrappers rushed into the pit to clear the wreckage. He tried to give Taryn a reassuring smile, but the effort was beyond him. Instead he simply nodded. “Let’s see it through,” he said. Raising his voice, he shouted at the massive warjack that had followed them obediently into the lion’s den.
“Rex, come!”
A low growl hissed through the vent at the front of Rex’s face. Rutger shook his head. His ’jack seemed more eager to fight than he did.
As he led Rex down the left-hand corridor, Rutger prayed the Scrapyard wouldn’t offer them any more surprises.


Taryn followed Marko down the right-hand passage. A set of stairs conducted them up to the main floor of the arena. She could see the iron gate at the front of the building, the entrance for the Scrapyard’s audience. With the fights in progress, the gates had been closed and barred, and a group of vicious-looking trollkin ensured they stayed that way. Vulger took no chances that one of the rival syndicates might try to interrupt his prosperous pastime. Near the gates stood the steel-barred cell where the arena’s guards stored the crowd’s weaponry. In a district as forlorn and decayed as Southhold Prow, it was only natural that the patrons came armed. It was equally natural that Vulger didn’t want them to stay that way, not in a venue that catered to and indeed encouraged the violent instincts of its audience.
The gun mage cast a longing look at the lockup. Somewhere in there, just past the bored-looking ogrun minding the arsenal, were her magelocks. She’d feel a lot more confident with those in hand.
“I really don’t think this is a good idea,” Marko said as they reached the top of the stairs and the arcade that ran along one wall before climbing up into the tiers of seats overlooking the fighting pit. A crush of spectators hurried to secure victuals from the food stalls scattered about the walkway before the next fight commenced.
“Your mouth got Rutger into this,” she hissed in his ear. “Now we’re going to see if your mouth can get him out of it.”
Marko cast a doleful look toward the barred window where Vulger’s bookmakers were taking down bets. “Just a quick jog over to the window,” he said. “We can put down a bet and still see Vulger before the fight starts.”
Taryn took hold of the thief’s ear and gave it a twist. “You do understand that I will kill you,” she said.
The thief whined in pain, standing on his toes to try and relieve some of the violence being done to his ear. Suddenly, however, he forgot all about his pain. “That lying, cheating mongrel!” Marko cursed. “He told me he was going to build Rutger and Rex up first! That deceitful scum!”
Taryn spun Marko around. Before she could demand an explanation from him, the thief pointed at a slate slab bolted to the wall beside the window. Scrawled across it in chalk was a roster of the night’s combats and the odds for each fighter. Taryn saw that Rex was matched against something called Bruno. Whatever Bruno was, it had four to one odds against Rex!
“We have to warn him!” Taryn cried. She let go of Marko and ran back toward the stairs.
“We have to get my money off of Rex!” Marko shrieked, racing toward the window.
Taryn had just reached the stairs when she found her path blocked by a man wearing a long black greatcoat. She started to dodge around him, then felt the barrel of a gun press against her ribs.
“Do stay for a bit,” the man said in a steely tone. He had a Cygnaran accent. There was just a suggestion of Caspian about the hard, weathered eyes that studied her from beneath the broad brim of a leather hat. The man kept his gun hidden beneath his coat as he nudged Taryn back up the stairs.
“You can’t be one of Vulger’s men,” Taryn said, “or you wouldn’t need to play sneaky. So you must be Kalder.” Without turning her head, she glanced toward the arena. She felt sick when she saw Rex march down into the pit and Rutger step into one of the lowered cages. If Kalder saw him now, her partner would be a sitting duck. “If you’re looking for Rutger, he left already. I was just leaving to join him.”
“Is that a fact,” the bounty hunter sneered. “How obliging of him.”
From the corner of her eye, Taryn could see Rutger’s cage being raised into the air. “You know Rutger. Treats his ’jacks like they were alive. Couldn’t stand to see them being beaten into scrap.”
Kalder nudged her into the arcade. “As I said, very obliging of him. You see, Miss di la Rovissi, I’m not interested in your friend.”
For an instant, Taryn felt a flush of relief. Kalder wasn’t hunting Rutger! But how was it the bounty hunter knew her name? No, it had to be some sort of trick. “If you think you can use me to find Rutger, you’re going to be disappointed. This vendetta you have against him . . .”
“Vendetta!” The bounty hunter laughed, a cold, mirthless sound. “No, I don’t think so. I put vendettas behind me when I sent a bullet into Duke Skarholt’s brain. Now I kill only for money and a lot more than what the watch is offering.”
“Then why?”
Kalder’s voice was like the rasp of a serpent. “I said I wasn’t interested in Shaw. I’m here for you. It seems I’m not the only one who’s made a habit of gunning down dukes.”
Taryn froze, the bounty hunter’s words cutting deep into her heart. No one could know about that. No one.
It had happened years ago, before the Khadoran conquest of Llael. There had been a young duke, a man as cruel as he was handsome, as arrogant as he was wealthy. When Taryn rebuffed Duke Dextrel di Dormio, the nobleman was furious. Out of spite he goaded Henri into a duel by making salacious statements about her mentor’s relationship with Taryn. It wasn’t even a contest. Henri was one of the best marksmen in Llael. Duke Dextrel was the best. He shot down Henri before his pistol even cleared its holster, before Taryn’s eyes. Grief-stricken, Taryn had demanded her own duel with the duke. He refused, declaring she wasn’t worth his time, and ordered his retainers to remove her from his estate.
For months, Taryn plotted revenge. Then the Khadorans came, sweeping down upon Llael like a horde of iron locusts. The invaders were bombarding Laedry when she turned a corner and found herself face to face with the duke. Before she knew what she was doing, she drew one of her magelocks, put it against his heart, and pulled the trigger. It happened so quickly, she didn’t even have a chance to savor her revenge.
But no one had been there to see her kill the duke! She was certain of that!
Kalder prodded her onward. “It’s a long way to Merywyn,” he said. “I’d prefer not dragging a corpse across half of Immoren, but that’s just what I’ll do if you make trouble. The Duchess di Dormio’s paying a bonus if I bring you back alive.”
A bitter laugh rose from Taryn’s lips. “You’ve been on my trail a long time if you’re working for that bitch. She was killed when the Khadorans sacked Rynyr. You’ll drag me all the way back and have nobody there to pay you.”
A cold smile worked itself onto Kalder’s face. “That’s a new one,” he said. “I’ve never had someone tell me the folks offering a reward for them are dead. Usually I get to hear all about how I have the wrong . . .” He suddenly caught hold of Taryn, turning her around, putting her between himself and the excited Midlunder running toward them.
“Taryn!” Marko shouted. “We have to see Vulger! I wasn’t able to change my bet before Rutger’s fight started!” The thief’s eyes grew three sizes bigger when he saw who was standing behind the gun mage. Marko’s face contorted into an embarrassed smile, and he fled back the way he came.
Kalder let the thief run. “Rutger’s fight,” he repeated. He dug the barrel of his pistol into Taryn’s back and forced her to turn around. The bounty hunter laughed when he saw Rutger locked inside one of the cages.
“You said you weren’t interested in Rutger,” Taryn growled at her captor. 
“If I leave here with you, we both know Rutger will come looking for me,” Kalder said. “I’ve hunted men long enough that I don’t want anyone, much less someone like Rutger, hunting me.”
Taryn thought about the precautions Vulger had taken to disarm the Scrapyard’s patrons, and why. “You don’t dare shoot,” she said. “If you did, this place would explode around your ears!”
“True,” Kalder agreed. “That is, if I kill him during the fight. If I shoot him afterward, this scum won’t even bat an eye. We’ll just bide our time and wait for them to let him out of his cage. Once the crowd starts to leave, nobody’s going to pay much attention to what happens down in the tunnels, least of all a man who’s just been fighting to keep his fingers.” 
The bounty hunter guided Taryn into the stands, where they would have a good view of the fighters. 


The attendant wore a sadistic smile as he closed the cage door behind Rutger. The mercenary scowled at the dusky-skinned Radiz. The man wrapped a heavy length of chain around the door and closed it with a massive iron lock, a cunningly designed mechanism that would defy the attentions of almost any lock pick. 
Rutger’s tiny cell shuddered as the crane hanging above began to retract the cable bolted to the top of the cage. He grabbed the wrought-iron bars to steady himself. Down below, the Radiz grinned up at him and made a snipping gesture with his hand. It was a cruel reminder of what would happen if he lost the fight.
As the cage was swung out over the pit, Rutger saw Rex below him, smoke belching from the funnel at its back. The warjack’s head pivoted back on its neck socket, its glowing optics seeming to focus on its master’s prison. Steam hissed from Rex’s vents. The Toro’s immense hands tightened into fists. 
“We’re okay, Rex,” Rutger called down. He turned his eyes out across the shouting crowd. Even in the trenches, he couldn’t remember seeing so many bloodthirsty faces. “We’re okay,” he repeated to himself.
Across from him, the second cage was being winched into the air. The other operator was a stocky Morridane, who wore a shirt with the sleeves torn away to expose brawny arms stained black with bands of tattoos. From this distance, Rutger couldn’t read the letters; he could only tell that each tattoo was a word of some kind. His opponent noticed the attention. With a grisly smile he tapped the bare skin beneath the lowest tattoo with a four-fingered hand. Then he nodded at Rex in the pit below. 
“Marko,” Rutger said, “if Taryn doesn’t kill you, I will.” The letters he couldn’t read were names, the names of ’jacks. The tattoos on the Morridane’s arms were victory rings—too many to be easily counted. Rutger instead did a quick count of his adversary’s fingers. He was only missing two. So he could be beaten, just not very often.
A thunderous cheer rose from the audience as the people rose to their feet and applauded. Even over the tumult, Rutger could hear the booming tread of the ’jack marching down into the pit. He stared down and cursed Marko vigorously. If the sight of the obviously experienced operator hadn’t convinced him this would be no easy preliminary, the brutal machine in the pit below now did.
It was no stockyard laborjack but an armored warjack just like Rex. The brute had started its existence on the chassis of a Nomad, but since leaving the factory it had been so heavily modified as to be almost unrecognizable. A veritable forest of steel spikes was welded to its hull, jutting from its shoulders and chest plates at extreme angles. Only those spots where a hatch or vent opened on the warjack’s hull were clear of the spear-like protrusions. A fringe of longer spikes was bolted to the steel collar that protected the machine’s neck, surrounding its head in a thorny metal mane. Thick plates of iron had been bolted to the ’jack’s forearms, adding mass and striking power to its immense fists. A wicked spur projected behind each forearm, acting not only to partially shield the vulnerable pistons of the upper arm but also to rake an enemy should the Nomad’s fist fail to connect.
Only one factor gave Rutger some measure of hope. With all the extra metal that had been bolted and welded to it, the Nomad was a ponderous, lumbering machine. From the start, Rex would have the advantages of speed and mobility. 
The crowd began to chant, “Bruno! Bruno!” The yell became a frenzied roar when the Nomad turned its head to stare up at them. Bruno vented a plume of smoke from its boiler, driving a fresh burst of excitement from the spectators.
A steam whistle sounded. Bruno flung itself toward Rex, driving at the Toro with its monstrous fist. The Morridane hadn’t needed to order that attack. The experience locked inside the Nomad’s cortex told it how to react when the whistle sounded. Rutger and Rex were caught utterly off guard by the sudden assault. Bruno’s fist plowed into Rex’s chest, buckling the armor and denting the hull.
“Guard!” Rutger shouted to his ’jack. Rex raised his arm, blocking Bruno’s other fist as it came pounding toward the Toro. The spur bolted to the back of Bruno’s arm slashed across Rex’s hand, scouring the metal and severing the guide cables in two of the fingers.
“Grab it!” In tandem with Rutger’s howl, the unimpaired fingers of Rex’s hand closed around the spur. The shriek of crumpling metal rose from the pit as Rex bent the spur into a twisted lump.
Bruno’s other fist lashed out and impacted against the side of Rex’s armored collar, popping several of the bolts and sending them shooting into the pit walls. Rex staggered. Again, the Nomad’s spur raked across, leaving an ugly scrape along the side of the Toro’s head.
Rex countered with a vicious jab to the Nomad’s waist, trying to strike at the drive shafts controlling its legs. Bruno lurched forward before the blow could land, forcing Rex’s hand to smash higher up on its hull. Sparks flared from the Toro’s fist as steel spikes stabbed into it.
Rutger screamed at Rex, commanding his ’jack to defend itself. Bruno pounded both its fists into the Toro’s sides. Rex refused to budge, remaining locked beside the armored Nomad. For an instant, Rutger thought his ’jack had suffered cortex damage. Then Rex reeled away from Bruno. Clenched in its hand was one of the spikes, ripped free from the Nomad’s hull. Rex’s frame shuddered as Bruno delivered another savage punch, but the Toro seemed oblivious to the bolt-popping blow. Its optics were focused on Bruno’s right leg. Rex drew its arm back, then threw its full weight into a brutal thrust. The spike stabbed deep into Bruno’s driveshaft, and lubricants and coolants sprayed from ruptured pipes and hoses.
The Nomad took one step back. Then its damaged leg locked up, seized, and became dead weight. Bruno threw out its arm, steadying itself against the wall.
“Close in!” Rutger ordered. Up close, Bruno would be unable to bring the full force of its punches to bear. Indeed, the extra weight would prove a crippling hindrance for the warjack. “Strike for the head!”
Bruno did its best to avoid the blow Rex threw at it, pivoting its torso so the spiny metal mane took the brunt of the strike. Rex pulled back, catching Bruno’s arm as it lashed out, trying to pound the steam engine at the rear of the Toro’s hull. With its other hand, Rex grabbed hold of one of the spikes bolted to Bruno’s collar. The shriek of tortured steel rang out again. 
Two, three, four of the spines were forced backward and in. Rex was turning the protective ring of spikes around Bruno’s head into a cage to blind the Nomad’s optics. Across from him, in the other cage, Rutger could see the other operator in abject panic. Rutger was almost ashamed to admit it, but the Morridane’s distress was an exhilarating sight.
Rutger returned his attention to the fight below. In a desperate gamble, Bruno lurched away from the wall, clawing at Rex with the arm it had been using to keep itself upright. The Nomad was depending on Rex’s restraining grip to maintain its balance. It was the simplest tactic for Rutger to counter. All he had to do was tell Rex to let go. 
Before he could give the order, Rutger’s cage jostled violently and leapt upward in the air. He was thrown to the bottom of the cage as it came hurtling downward again and the restraining cable caught up the sudden slack. 
Rutger’s ears were ringing from the echoes of a tremendous explosion. Plumes of dust and smoke rose into the air. Following them, he saw a great jagged rent in the outer wall of the arena. 
Shouts of confusion and alarm turned into screams as a horrifying shape scurried through the fissure in the Scrapyard’s wall. It was a ghoulish, grisly fusion of advanced mechanika and blackest magic, an evil amalgam of the arcane and the profane. A stocky metal hull within blazed the ghoulish glow of balefire. Large, thick fangs reinforced a skeletal maw of exposed bone. Clawed talons of bone and steel propelled the ravenous horror across the floor. 
The jaded audiences of the Scrapyard had seen many savage spectacles, but none had prepared them for the thing that set upon a dazed attendant and bit him in half with one snap of its necrotic jaws. The arena became a pandemonium of fear as the mob descended into chaos.
The grisly Deathripper leaped from its first victim to drag down a second, indifferent to the panic raging around it. The murderous essence inside the bonejack was aware only of the irritating life energies shining around it—annoyances it was built to extinguish.





CHAPTER IV
Bedlam reigned within the Scrapyard. Through the rent in the wall, in the wake of the bonejack’s murderous advance, other undead horrors now stalked into the arena. Taryn recoiled at the sight of the risen, their flesh ripped and torn in the most unspeakable manner, their chests and foreheads mutilated with loathsome symbols that wept blood and burned with an unholy light. Mechanithralls, their desiccated bodies implanted with necromechanikal engines, their arms fused into monstrous gauntlets of steel, were not far behind.
While the Deathripper ravened about the floor of the arena and the risen hacked vindictively at those trying to escape, the mechanithralls hurled themselves at the lowest layer of tiered spectator platforms. They gouged handholds with their necrotite-powered claws and pulled themselves up the stone foundation like monstrous beetles. The crush of people trying to flee down into the arcade became a wild stampede. Spectators were trampled beneath the mob, and others shoved from the tiered seats plummeted to the arena floor far below. Those too paralyzed with fear to move were callously brushed aside, abandoned to face the advancing undead.
Kalder kept a tight grip on Taryn as he forced his way through the crowd. The bounty hunter made no pretense about the gun he’d smuggled into the Scrapyard, brandishing it openly now to intimidate the mob around him. Against the horrors of Cryx, however, there was only so much fear Kalder’s pistol could invoke. Trying to smash his way past a richly dressed Tordoran, the bounty hunter found himself staggering back as the merchant’s fist slammed into his jaw. Reflexively, Kalder shot the man, sending him pitching down to the next tier of seats.
The crack of Kalder’s pistol drove the mob back. The panicked spectators scattered ahead of Kalder, climbing over one another in their haste to clear a path for him.
Before Kalder could exploit that gap, Taryn drove her elbow into the killer’s throat. The bounty hunter reeled, gasping as he tried to draw a breath. Before he could aim his pistol at her, Taryn grabbed his wrist. She didn’t try to take Kalder’s weapon from him. She knew she couldn’t match Kalder’s brawn. Instead, she used herself as a fulcrum to turn his spin into a wild dive, releasing her grip and sending him crashing to the tier below.
Taryn didn’t look to see the bounty hunter’s fall. Before the mob could once again converge on the stairs, she was rushing past them, racing down. Panic lent speed to her legs, her feet barely lighting upon one step before she was leaping down to the next. It wasn’t fear for herself that made her heart hammer against her ribs, but fear for Rutger, helpless inside his cage. In the chaos and confusion, no one would spare a moment’s thought for the mercenary hanging above the fighting pit. If anyone were going to help him, it would have to be her.
To do that, she needed her magelocks back.
The arcade was choked with panicked humanity, shoving, pushing, desperate to reach a safety they didn’t know how to find. Taryn shook her head. There was no way through. If she were going to reach the main gate and the arsenal locked up beside it, she would have to take a different route.
She turned toward the lowest tier of spectator platforms. Anguished screams and moans of horror told her the mechanithralls had finished their murderous climb. The eldritch monstrosities were slaughtering the people who had been trapped in that ring of seats.
The cries emanating from the bottom tier only grew more terrible when Taryn bullied her way through the swarm of refugees filling the arcade. The short flight of steps leading down into what had been the choice seats in the Scrapyard was eerily devoid of life. Any who had been able to escape were already out. Only those marked for slaughter by the demons of Cryx were left.
Lights flickered in the ceiling, sending fitful, unsettling flashes across the shambles. The wreckage of benches and bodies was everywhere, streams of blood running down the sloped platform to drip to the arena below. Taryn felt a chill in her veins when she saw the huddle of survivors cowering in the tier’s far corner. Foot by foot, the steady, gruesome march of the mechanithralls pressed them back, like ghastly shepherds moving their flock. 
Taryn forced herself to turn from the nightmarish scene. There was nothing she could do for those doomed souls; all she would accomplish trying to help them was her own death . . . and Rutger’s as well. Thinking of her friend and comrade, she scrambled down the platform where it overlooked the arena.
She risked a quick glance at the pit and the cages suspended above it. A sick feeling rose at the bottom of her stomach. One of the cages was gone, the snapped suspension cable swinging high above the arena floor. Taryn looked to the other cage, frantic to know if the man inside was Rutger or the other operator.
Her moment of distraction was nearly fatal. Taryn almost failed to notice the grisly, fleshless skull that peeped over the edge of the wall. The smoldering balefire glowing in the mechanithrall’s sockets blazed brighter when it spotted Taryn. The oversized steel gauntlet bolted to the thing’s arm closed across the top of the wall. There was a loud crack as its necrotite-powered talons pulverized the stone.
An instant’s hesitation and Taryn knew the undead horror would use its handhold to leap at her. She didn’t give the fiend the opportunity. Rushing forward, she flung herself out over the edge of the foundation wall. The mechanithrall glared malignantly at her as she dove past it. The drop from the platform to the arena floor was some fifteen feet. Taryn turned her dive into a roll as she landed, letting her tumble dull the impact of her fall. Her roll ended in a sprawl as she slammed against something lying on the ground.
Taryn shuddered when she saw she had struck the mauled body of a Scrapyard guard. Her revulsion turned to horror when she looked up and found herself staring into the rotted faces of three risen. 
Before the undead could react to the warm, vital meat that had fallen into their laps, Taryn kicked out with her boot, shattering the rotten femur of one of the risen and sending its monstrous frame crashing into its companions. She leaped to her feet and was running toward the main gate before the creatures could untangle themselves.
The sight at the main gate froze Taryn midstride. Suddenly, she found sympathy for the intractable mess of humanity she’d left behind in the arcade. The massive gates had been broken down, driven inward by a tremendous force that still lingered near the destruction it had wrought.
A second Deathripper prowled about a charnel house of torn flesh and pulverized bone, pacing back and forth through the carnage. Ribbons of bloody skin dripped from the tusks that jutted from its lower jaw. Gobbets of meat clung to the bonejack’s fangs as it lunged for the bodies strewn about. 
The Deathripper suddenly leaned back on its piston-driven legs, rearing like a bucking stallion. Its ghastly jaws snapped at the empty air. Though it had neither eyes nor optics, Taryn knew somehow the faceless machine was aware of her, its corrupt essence seemingly enraged by the nearness of living flesh.
Yet the bonejack made no move to charge her, not a single step toward the arena. Though its body rocked back and forth with unsettling monotony and it continued to gnash its fangs, the Deathripper didn’t rush to attack.
Taryn could imagine only one cause for the monster’s recalcitrance. The abominations of Cryx were in some ways like a steamjack. Their masters could direct imperatives to them that the creatures were incapable of disobeying. This horror, it appeared, had been ordered to guard the gate and prevent anyone from escaping through the broken portal.
Beyond the Deathripper, Taryn could see the broken doors to the arsenal. It seemed she hadn’t been the first to try and seize the weapons there. Judging by the bodies heaped around the doors, the bonejack had thwarted all previous efforts.
An idea occurred to Taryn, but it depended on her being right about the imperatives that ruled the Deathripper and how inviolate those rules were. Only the image of Rutger hanging in his cage gave her the courage to try it.
Whispering a prayer to any ascendant who might be listening, Taryn ran toward the gate at an angle. The Deathripper gnashed its jaws and turned to intercept her. She darted back toward the arena. The bonejack positioned itself parallel to her but made no move to leave the gate. Taryn had her answer. Now she only hoped her plan would work.
Nerving herself, Taryn turned back toward the gate, drawing the Deathripper once again on an intercept course. In the process, she led the bonejack away from the arsenal. At the last moment, just as she neared the unseen border that appeared to be the limit of the Deathripper’s range, she changed direction. This time she didn’t retreat but sprinted straight for the broken doors of the arsenal.
The Deathripper spun around with terrible speed, charging after Taryn with its gore-spattered jaws gaping wide. The bonejack’s necromechanikal talons pounded against the bloodied floor as it thundered after its prey.
Taryn reached the arsenal only a breath ahead of the bonejack. The beast’s jaws clamped down on the side of the doorway, punching through brick and mortar. It twisted its armature, tearing a great hole in the side of the doorway. Spitting clumps of brick, the monster turned back toward her.
She had only a few heartbeats before the bonejack came charging into the arsenal. The inside of the enclosure was narrow, too cramped to afford the Deathripper much mobility, and that tactical concern was likely the only thing making the monster hesitate. Before its essence decided the risk to itself was negligible, she needed to find her guns.
The enclosure was filled with racks and shelves of weapons of almost every variety, from slender rapiers to immense war cleavers, delicate holdout pistols, and bulky quad-irons. There was no time to search through the jumble, so Taryn tried strategy. They’d been late arriving at the Scrapyard, and her argument with the guards at the rear entrance had delayed them still further. It made sense that their weapons would have been among the last to be secured in the arsenal. That meant they’d likely be at the back.
The din of toppled shelves and trampled boxes warned Taryn that the Deathripper had charged. She turned from the rack at the back of the enclosure. She had Rutger’s belt with Jackknife and his hand cannon slung over her shoulder. In her hands, she held her magelocks.
She aimed the pistols at the charging bonejack. “Rot,” the gun mage hissed, channeling the arcane energies of her spell into her rune bullets. Mystic symbols swirled around the barrels of her magelocks as she fired into the oncoming Deathripper.


Rutger watched in horror as the undead streamed into the Scrapyard. It was a waking nightmare! Here, in the midst of a great city, to find the necromantic abominations of Cryx!
He turned away, staring back into the pit below. Rex stood over the unmoving wreck of Bruno. When Rutger had told the Toro to release its foe, the result was even more final than he expected. In crashing to the bottom of the pit, all the extra weight bolted onto the Nomad’s chassis had smashed its armature. Its own weight had collapsed its steam engine, leaving the warjack just a tangle of inert steel.
Rex stood over that unmoving heap, watching it with an expectant intensity, as though waiting for the other ’jack to resume its attack. Rutger yelled down, drawing its attention from the demolished Nomad. “Rex! Rex! Pull down the cage!”
Obediently, Rex climbed out of the pit. It started to reach for Rutger’s cage with the sparking hand that had been impaled by one of Bruno’s spikes. “The other hand. Use your other hand!” Rutger shouted.
Stretching upward, extending its arm to the limit of its reach, Rex was only barely able to touch the bottom of the cage with its still-functioning fingers. Rutger raised his feet from the floor, bracing himself against the sides of the cage. Sternly, he ordered Rex to hook its fingers through the bars on the floor.
While Rex struggled to get one of its fingers to reach, Rutger looked again on the carnage in the arena. The soldier in him struggled to find the fountainhead of the undead horrors. Something had to be controlling the bonejacks, something much more sophisticated than the decayed risen and murderous mechanithralls.
The answer to his question was almost right beneath him. Rutger found himself watching in morbid fascination as two bloated, cadaverous obscenities scuttled across the floor on spider-like assemblages of metal legs. There was an air of monstrous command, a force of infernal personality that seemed to exude from the smaller of the two creatures as it scurried along. Arcane runes swirled about the fiend, evidence of the sorcerous powers lurking within its corrupt flesh. 
Before Rutger could see any more, Rex secured a grip on the cage. The enormous weight of the warjack snapped the supporting cable almost immediately. Fortunately for Rutger, as soon as his cage started to fall, Rex tightened its hold. The bottom of the cage became a twisted tangle of iron beneath the pressure of the warjack’s grip, but the man inside was unharmed.
“Set me down!” Rutger shouted to make himself heard above the rumble and hiss of Rex’s engine. He tried to orient himself, looking for the creatures he had seen. 
The monsters, however, seemed to have vanished. At a word from Rutger, Rex wrenched the door off the cage, making a mockery of the extravagant lock the Radiz had used. Rutger scrambled out, again searching for the spider-legged undead. It was impossible the monsters could have disappeared.
Then he realized there was only one place the monster could have scurried to in such a short time. Rutger turned toward the fighting pit. Although Rex’s presence may have sent the sorcerous necrotech creature running, the screams of those its undead were still attacking made that a small comfort. He’d seen the eerie runes swirling around the smaller creature. It clearly had some arcane ability, perhaps enough that it didn’t even need to see the battle to give its undead their commands.
“Rex, the pit!” Rutger ordered. The Toro turned about, two strides bringing it to the edge of the depression. Rutger followed close behind. Down below, he could see the necrotech bustling about Bruno’s wreckage, prying pieces from the Toro’s hull with a huge vise claw. A diseased cry bubbled from the monster as it wrenched open the back of the steamjack’s dismembered leg. The necrotech dug into the satchel hanging from its shoulder, removed a dark, glistening object, and leaned down to insert it into the severed limb.
It was like watching a jackal pick at a carcass. Rutger glared at the unclean scavenger, but before he could order Rex to attack, something else rose from the pit, spraying the Toro with a stream of sludge. The warjack stumbled backward, its hull steaming where the acid filth sizzled against its armor.
The necrotech’s atrocious bodyguard came skittering up from the depths on a deranged confusion of clattering limbs. A discolored patchwork of what looked like flayed skin was stretched tight over a swollen, putrescent mass. Four mismatched arms hung from broad shoulders, each limb ending in a pulpy bulb of flesh littered with a jumble of stumpy fingers. The fat, flabby head seemed to bulge directly from the torso, its face a jigsaw of stitches and metallic plates. Monstrous, oversized optics bulged from beneath a lopsided brow, resembling nothing so much as the headlamps of a locomotive. A lipless gash of a mouth drooled inanely, sending a trickle of caustic filth burning down the creature’s bony jaw. Rutger’s insides went cold. He’d fought similar creatures on the battlefield and recognized the foul mechanisms integral to the Nightmare Empire’s bloat thralls. 
As the bloat thrall cleared the pit, its array of arms brought the muzzle of a brass cannon toward Rex. Hoses and pipes ran from the back of the cannon into a valve sunk into the abomination’s gut. 
Rutger quickly redirected Rex’s attack. The warjack, its hull still steaming from the first bath of sludge, lashed out with a sweeping swat of its arm. The obscene creature, for all its bloated bulk, lacked the weight and mass of something like Bruno. The force of Rex’s attack hurled the thing across the arena floor and up into the tiers. 
Victory turned to ashes in Rutger’s mouth when the thrall came crashing down among the fleeing crowd. The undead horror burst when it struck, popping like some blood-bloated tick. The acidic ooze filling its innards sprayed across the mob in a searing shower. Shrieks of complete agony rose from the afflicted as the burning filth melted their flesh down to the bone.
The screams decided Rutger. The necrotech would have to wait. Right now, the priority was clearing the arena, saving people from being slaughtered.
Rutger raced toward the far wall. He could see the first Deathripper prowling around the fissure the undead had used to enter the Scrapyard. A second bonejack would surely be guarding the main entrance. Was there a third stationed at the back entrance? The Nightmare Empire was usually thorough when orchestrating an atrocity, but it was worth checking. Rutger was determined to deny them their massacre.
“Rex! Smash down that wall!” Rutger pointed to a section of the outer wall just below the level of the arcade. If his mental image of the Scrapyard’s floor plan was right, that wall would correspond to the side of the dry dock. From there, it would be only a short run to reach the channel. Mechanithralls and bonejacks had many strengths, but he’d yet to see one that could float.
Steam jetted from Rex’s vents in a furious growl. The huge warjack bent its shoulder toward the spot Rutger pointed to and charged. Rutger could feel the vibrations from the Toro’s feet rumbling through the floor. The few risen that tried to get in the charging ’jack’s way were bowled aside, tossed through the air like motes of grave dust. The entire Scrapyard seemed to shudder when Rex’s shoulder smashed into the wall. The ’jack stumbled back, its shoulder a crumpled mess. 
Rex’s optics blazed angrily at the wall. The impact had cracked the surface but failed to smash a hole through it. Venting another steaming growl, the ’jack brought its fist pounding against the crack, widening it, spilling chunks of stone into the arena. Rex dug its fingers into the gap. With a tremendous pull, the Toro ripped down the barrier, sending a twenty-foot patch of the outer wall spilling into the arena.
“Here! Down here!” Rutger shouted up to the crowd in the arcade. He knew the chances of being heard were poor, but it would only take one person to lead the tide to safety. Waving his arms overhead, Rutger caught the attention of a man who had been pushed by the crowd almost over the edge of the arcade. The man paused in his scramble to regain firmer footing, watching as Rutger pointed to the hole Rex had made. The man nodded, shouted something at the mob in the arcade, then dropped to the arena floor.
First by twos and threes, then by the dozens, people leaped down from the arcade and fled toward the broken wall. Only a few risen moved to stop them. Most of the undead were still occupied with the unfortunates caught in the lower tiers. Rutger ordered Rex to strike down any of the undead that came too near the hole, but knew he couldn’t permit the warjack to stray too far. He couldn’t see the Deathripper guarding the main gate, but the one watching the fissure was all too visible. It stood there, clamping its jaws like a dog waiting to be unchained. Rutger dreaded the moment when the necrotech should grant its liberty.
Rutger glanced back at the fighting pit, wondering what insanity the necrotech was perpetrating down there. He wanted to go back and settle with the fiend, but to do so would be to leave the refugees helpless against any concentrated effort to block their escape. The mercenary shook his head. He couldn’t abandon even these people to such a fate. Much less when Taryn was somewhere among them.
Unless she’d already been dragged down by the Cryxians. The thought sent panic stabbing through him, a panic that swelled with each heartbeat. He searched the faces of the people streaming past him, hoping against hope that he would find her.
Renewed screams rose from the refugees fleeing past the main gate. Rutger craned his neck but could only make out a shifting of the mob, like a flock of seabirds moving away from the tide. Dread coursed through his veins as he considered what could be so horrible as to sway that stampede. He glanced toward the far wall, grateful to see the Deathripper still maintaining its guard.
When he turned back around, an even more profound gratitude swept over him. Rushing out from the crowd was Taryn!
The gun mage drove straight toward him, not even breaking her pace as she flung his weapon belt at him.
“You brought Jackknife!” Rutger marveled.
“And a friend.” She pointed back the way she came. 
The refugees’ shrieks were louder now, the stampede slowing to a mere trickle as men scattered in every direction. Without the concealing wall of the mob, Rutger could see the abomination they had been fleeing. Loping forward, its jaws smeared with blood, its chassis spattered in gore, was the missing bonejack.
Taryn crouched down beside Rutger, reloading her magelocks. “See if Rex has any luck against that thing, because everything I throw at it just seems to make it mad.” She nodded at the corroded holes in the Deathripper’s jaw and knee. Smoke still rose from the injuries as Taryn’s spells continued to eat away at the bonejack’s structure, but the enchantment could hardly do more than slow it down.
Drawing his mechanikal sword from its scabbard, Rutger stepped in front of Taryn, putting himself between the gun mage and the enraged bonejack. The thing gnashed its jaws and sprang at him. Thumbing the activation rune in Jackknife’s grip, Rutger struck. The blow slashed across the Deathripper’s jaw, snapping cables and sending one of its tusks spinning through the air. 
Before the bonejack could turn itself about and snap at Rutger, the monster was caught in a steely embrace. Rex’s arms tightened about the Deathripper’s hull, pressing it down, holding it immobile against the floor.
“Quick, outside!” Rutger shouted to the crowd. The survivors needed no further encouragement. They surged around Rex and the Deathripper, hurrying through the hole before the bonejack could break free. Rutger was going to invent some pretense to get Taryn to follow them, but one look at her told him nothing he could say would work. He knew that grim expression. She had given up as much ground as she intended to.
“Let’s try this again,” Taryn said, snapping close the breech of her second pistol. With a loaded magelock in each hand, she started toward the bonejack. 
“Wait,” Rutger warned. He looked across the arena, shuddered when he saw that the other Deathripper was no longer standing guard at the fissure. He scoured the arena floor to see where the monster was. Instead he found a weird, uncanny sight. A parade of dismembered junk was flopping and crawling away from the pit. Bruno’s mangled arms, one of its crippled legs, and even the warjack’s decapitated head were shuffling toward them, creeping along by means of the cables hanging from its severed neck like some metal octopus. 
As strange as the macabre march looked, Rutger was at a loss to see any menace in it until the crawling head toppled onto its side and rolled into the ruins of his cage. Instantly, head and cage vanished in a terrific explosion. When the acrid smoke cleared, a deep crater had been blasted in the floor. 
“Necrotite bombs,” Rutger said. Now he knew the purpose behind the necrotech’s scavenging! The creature had been fashioning these hideous walking bombs, intending to unleash them against its enemies. He stared again at the crater the explosion had left behind. Bruno’s head had been the smallest of the necrotech’s scrap thralls. How much more explosive might the necrotech have packed into the others?
“At least they’re headed away from us,” Taryn said. Immediately, she appreciated the importance of that fact. “Morrow preserve us,” she gasped. 
The mobile bombs were creeping away because they were moving toward the Scrapyard’s supporting wall. If they detonated there with anything like the same force as the first bomb, the whole place would collapse. Small wonder then that the necrotech had withdrawn the other Deathripper. Why worry about the opening when it planned to demolish the entire building before anyone could reach it.
Suddenly, from beside the two mercenaries, a cacophony of grinding gears and escaping steam sounded. They turned their heads in time to see Rex lurch up from the ground, dragging the Deathripper up with it. The bonejack flailed and thrashed in the Toro’s hold, struggling to free itself of the metal giant’s grip. 
“Rutger, what is it doing?” Taryn asked as Rex carried the bonejack away from the wall.
“I’m not sure,” Rutger said, just as startled by the ’jack’s actions.
Rex took two more lumbering steps, then rotated its body to face the crawling scrap thralls. Smoke belched from the warjack’s stack as its steam engine strained to provide the power demanded by the effort ahead. Voicing an almost bestial growl, Rex hurled the bonejack at the scrap thralls. The explosion as the Deathripper slammed down into what had been Bruno’s leg shook the entire Scrapyard, sending beams and girders plummeting from the roof. The other scrap thralls vanished, caught in the premature detonation. A fog of dust and debris billowed through the arena, blinding and choking those who hadn’t yet fled.
Gagging and coughing, Taryn stumbled out into the dry dock. As soon as she was in the open, she wiped the dust from her eyes, drew down her goggles, and started back. But the sight of a certain dirt-covered Cygnaran sell-sword stumbling out from the ruins changed her mind. She rushed over to Rutger, leading her stunned partner toward the slightly less noxious air by the channel.
“That was noisy, but it worked,” Taryn said once they were clear of the old dry dock. She frowned as she noted all the people swimming in the filthy water of the channel, striking out in every direction. Already, she could hear alarm bells sounding all across Southhold Prow. Even in such a dilapidated district, hundreds of terrified people flinging themselves into the channel and an explosion that could have rattled the teeth in the lord governor’s statue was going to draw attention. She wondered how long it would be before the watch were swarming all over the place.
“I don’t understand it,” Rutger said, shaking his head. “I didn’t tell him to do anything.”
Taryn knew she should be sympathetic to her partner’s distress, but at the moment she was more concerned about the watch showing up, or some leftover Cryxian horror crawling out of the Scrapyard. “Your warjack probably just saw the chance to do a lot of property damage,” she said. 
“No, he saved us,” Rutger said. “I didn’t know what to do, but he did.”
Taryn laughed. A steamjack might be capable of some rudimentary initiative, but to believe it capable of having its own ideas and making its own decisions was nothing short of absurd.
She heard something stomping through the dry dock. Something big. She spun around, magelocks drawn. Rutger heard it too, pulling his hand cannon from its holster as he rose to his feet. Both of them had the same idea. The missing Deathripper.
When the source of the sound rounded the corner, Taryn rolled her eyes in disgust. The delighted cry that Rutger made didn’t help her attitude.
“Rex!” he shouted, rushing over to the dust-covered behemoth, inspecting it for any critical damage.
“Check it for dents later,” Taryn said, looking anxiously back at the Scrapyard. “Let’s beat it before anything else comes strolling out of there.” 


Rifles barked, riddling the cadaverous monster with bullets. Despite the havoc inflicted upon it, the undead horror still managed to limp toward the watchmen, dragging its broken arm and the dead weight of the huge gauntlet bolted to it. Before the militiamen could fire another salvo into the crippled mechanithrall, their commander stepped out from the firing line, raised his pistol, and sent a bullet smashing through the abomination’s skull. The ghoulish light shining from its sockets faded as it pitched down the stairs.
“Recover and advance!” the bull-necked lieutenant ordered, not quite hiding the tremor of fear in his voice. The clatter of riflemen reloading their weapons sounded as they slowly mounted the stairs. To many of the denizens in Five Fingers, the watch was simply a corrupt, ill-trained rabble, little better than the gangs they were supposed to suppress. Not so for Lieutenant Emil Trask. The pride he took in the quality of the men under his command was the very core of his existence. Even in the face of something as monstrous and terrifying as an open attack by the Nightmare Empire in the middle of the city wasn’t enough to make them forget discipline and drill. Every day, he gave thanks to Ascendant Markus that he’d been given the chance to serve a man like Captain Nestor Parvolo. He could hear the officer’s voice barking out orders below. 
“Carry on, Sergeant,” Trask told his own subordinate before descending to the arcade. He tried not to pay too much attention to the bodies stacked against the walls of the stairwell, feeling sweat bead in his palms as he caught horrible glimpses from the corner of his eye. The handiwork of Cryx was almost as ghastly as the monsters they crafted with their obscene magic.
Trask found Parvolo interrogating a shivering survivor. He knew the routine, the questions that would be asked, the dull half-coherent answers that would follow. There were few who could understand the strange motivations that moved the fiends of Cryx, and even fewer who would want to. The idea that these abominations could strike at will in Five Fingers was hideous enough to occupy Trask’s nightmares for years. 
With a weary shake of his head, Captain Parvolo dismissed the terrified man, entrusting him to a constable’s care. All night they’d been ferreting out survivors from dark corners and hidden crawlspaces. Taken in concert with the refugees they’d found cowering throughout Southhold Prow or fished from the channel, there had to be upward of a hundred witnesses Parvolo could draw upon to try and make sense of what had happened here.
“We’ve finished clearing out the thralls on the fourth tier,” Trask said, almost managing to mask the tremble in his voice. “I think those might be the last.”
“Don’t let your guard down,” Parvolo said. “With these horrors, you have to kill them twice and call a priest to check your work when you’re done.” He glanced at the ceiling as gunfire thundered from overhead. “How are the men holding up?” 
Trask repressed a shudder. “Better than might be expected. This isn’t like clearing out a nest of Waernuk’s smugglers or breaking one of Hurley’s extortion rings.”
“I know,” Parvolo said, slamming his fist into his palm. “But it has to be done.” 
“The men know that,” Trask told his commander. “They have your example to thank for that, sir. You’ve shown them that duty is more than just something you sell to the highest bidder.”
“There are too many who think it is,” Parvolo said. He didn’t need to mention names, not with Trask. Not with any of his officers. They knew the other captains were bought and paid for, as was Commander Middleton. Parvolo was a lone bastion of incorruptibility in a sea of bribery, nepotism, and graft.
Parvolo looked across the scarred floor below the spectator platforms. “This was one of Volkenrath’s places.” It wasn’t a question. With less than one watchman for every two hundred inhabitants, there were entire districts in Five Fingers that were simply dead zones as far as the law was concerned. Most of Hospice Island was such a place. So long as nobody important was molested, the high captains and their underlings were permitted to do as they liked. It took something truly monumental to bring the watch into the lawless hinterlands.
Cryxian creatures in the city was about as monumental an incident as anyone could ask for.
“It’s a nightmare,” Parvolo said, staring down at the rows of bodies stacked across the floor. “I don’t even know how I’m going to make a report to the lord governor. I’m not even sure where to start.” The captain looked back at Trask and favored him with a bitter smile. “I do know where to start. Those ‘heroes’ the survivors have been talking about, the ones who kept this place from becoming even more of a slaughterhouse than it is. I don’t care how we do it, but I want them found.”
Trask shuddered as an agonized shriek sounded from above. An instant later the roar of rifles drowned out the echoing scream. The lieutenant wondered what his men had found and who had been the watchman unfortunate enough to find it.
“We’ll track them down, rest assured,” Trask said. “After cleaning out these monsters all night, anything else will be easy.”





CHAPTER V
An oily, evil quality clung to the air within the subterranean passage. Lorca prided himself on being a practical man, not prone to superstition or imagination. He believed in cause and effect, in what he could see and hold. Yet as he walked through the dank, murky tunnel, even he could sense the wrongness of the place. Necrotite, alchemists claimed, was something like coal that had been exposed to malignant spiritual influences for prolonged periods. It only had to be processed and refined in order to become usable. The vibrations of all violence and cruelty lingered long after the deeds themselves. It seeped into the very earth, percolating down into rock and stone. Given enough time and the right conditions, that evil could be harnessed as necrotite.
Lorca wasn’t sure how much of the alchemical theory he believed. What he did believe was that necrotite was a valuable commodity, better than its weight in gold if only someone had the nerve to exploit it. 
Luck, he’d always maintained, was something only fools put any trust in. Yet Lorca had to admit it was chance that brought him knowledge of a necrotite vein beneath Five Fingers. If Habber were a better gambler, the discovery would never have fallen into Lorca’s lap. Owing two thousand crowns in one of Volkenrath’s places had put the smuggler firmly under the gangster’s thumb. 
If Habber were better at his chosen profession, he’d never have resorted to hiding contraband here, a place even an impious murderer like Lorca would have thought twice before defiling. Poor Habber. He never appreciated what he’d found. Lorca imagined the first inkling the smuggler had of the true value of his discovery was when he tried to use it to pay off his gambling debts. There had been an almost absurd look of shock on his face when Lorca slid the dagger between his ribs.
Unlike the smuggler, Lorca knew what he had. He knew what he could get with it, the one thing more valuable than money. 
Thinking of his ambition brought a scowl to Lorca’s face. His arrangement with Azaam and Moritat represented a great investment of resources, not to mention risk. Colluding with the Nightmare Empire was serious business across all the Iron Kingdoms. If he were caught, no amount of gold could save him from the gibbet. 
There was a brooding anger in Lorca’s step as he emerged from the tunnel into the underground grotto. Somewhere above his head were the forgotten vaults of an Orgoth torture theatre, ancient cells where the barbaric invaders had visited their inhuman cruelties upon the people of western Immoren. The essence of those cruelties had seeped into the ground below, maturing over the centuries into the glistening black ore Lorca could see embedded in the cavern walls.
The timber casings of mining ribs and the steely frames of mud pumps were scattered throughout the cavern, along with stacks of reinforcement beams, boxes of digging tools, crates of boring equipment, and the sprawling mass of a shale shaker to clean the necrotite ore. Moritat had extolled this vein as the richest he’d ever encountered. All of this was a physical manifestation of Lorca’s investment.
Now he expected a return on that investment.
Something stirred from the shadows. Lorca couldn’t say if the thing stepped out of the darkness or simply manifested in the glow of his lantern. Either way, it appeared with supernatural silence and abruptness. It was a withered, fleshless phantom, only the last patches of shriveled flesh clinging to its exposed bones, a few wisps of faded hair hovering about its skull. The specter was shrouded in the decaying cloak and doublet of centuries past, golden buckles and brocade lost beneath layers of tarnish and corrosion. The apparition’s bony arms were crossed against its chest. In each skeletal talon, it gripped a massive and archaic pistol. The iron barrels of each weapon were elaborately engraved with magical symbols.
Lorca forced himself to stare into the ghostly eyes of the phantom sentinel and ignore the terror its presence sent through his flesh. “I’ve come to see your master,” he said. The wraith studied him with its corpse-fire eyes, the only trace of animation in its deathly shape. After a moment, with the same suddenness of its appearance, the ghost was gone, withdrawn back into the darkness.
The gangster hastened onward lest the ghoulish guard return.
The sputtering light of steam-powered illuminators and the sickly glow of alchemical lamps revealed the presence of Lorca’s fearsome allies. With the authorities swarming over Southhold Prow, they’d been forced to abandon the warehouse hideout, relocating to the cavernous necrotite mine. Even through the fire of his anger, he felt the frigid clutch of fear as he watched the Cryxians at their labors. 
Azaam’s attentions were devoted to the decaying husk of something that had once been human. Piled on the floor beside her was a heap of entrails and organs. Her knives were caked in gore and filth. Obscene runes and animation glyphs defaced the mangled body, each symbol exhibiting the same sanguine gleam Lorca had noted before, blood dripping from each scar as though pumped into it by a still-living heart. Clustered around the blood hag, silent and indifferent to her butchery, lay rank upon rank of the grisly risen. Some already bore the attentions of her blade across their rotting bodies; others appeared new and unmarked.
“Repurposing our workforce.” Moritat’s slobbering voice echoed through the cavern. The necrotech was scurrying about a broad slab of stone. Whether it was meant as a table or an altar, whether the remains strewn about it were meant as an offering or simply the raw materials for one of the monster’s creations Lorca was unable to tell. All he did know was that the sight of the spidery necrotech pawing at the butchered remnants, picking and probing at them with tiny knives and crooked saws was the most sickening thing he’d ever seen.
Moritat chuckled as Lorca hurriedly turned his back. “I felt that certain adjustments would make my creations more efficient. Better capable of undertaking their new duties.” The necrotech paused and fixed his grisly gaze on Lorca.
The metal legs of the necrotech’s armature clattered across the floor as he moved toward Lorca. Moritat reached out with a necrotic hand, his decayed face gleaming with fascination, then sighed as the gangster cringed away. “The frailties of flesh,” he said. “How the living do cling to their weaknesses.”
Lorca bristled at the necrotech’s condescending tone. “I’m not the one who’s weak,” he said. “Your attack failed! You massacred scores of people, practically demolished the Scrapyard . . .”
“All according to the plan you agreed to,” Moritat said, a trace of ironic humor in his voice. “You wanted everyone to know it was nothing mortal behind the attack, for no one to consider that you might be involved.”
“But the attack failed!” Lorca’s fury poured fire into his nerves. “Volkenrath escaped! You didn’t kill him! All you’ve done is make the whole city go wild with panic. The watch has sealed off the bridges to Hospice, the Ordic Navy is trying to inspect every ship coming or going from the island. The high captains have even set aside their differences to help look for you. Riordan has his men scouring any place two Scharde have been seen together. Hurley has his enforcers roughing up every pirate rumored to have set foot in Cryx. Waernuk’s sealed off the Wake Islands and has almost his entire syndicate checking for even the slightest sniff of Cryxian entanglements.”
Moritat grinned. “Some people should be careful what they look for. They just might find it.” The necrotech settled back on his metal armature, adopting a contemplative look as he considered the humor in Waernuk looking for agents of the Nightmare Empire. It was a good joke, good enough that he thought he might let Lorca share in it. But he set aside the notion. If he did that, he’d have to kill the gangster, and he still needed Lorca alive. At least for a little longer. 
“The high captains are putting real pressure on everyone,” Lorca said. “The law and the gangs are hounding the city trying to find you and eliminate what everyone thinks is a Cryxian intrusion.”
“Was that not your plan?” Azaam said, turning away from her work. “To draw attention away from yourself. To use the great terror of Cryx to deceive your enemy about his true peril?” Her tone dropped into a menacing growl. “I wonder how you intended to get us out of the city once the alarm was out.”
Lorca met the crone’s murderous gaze. “That’s why you still need me,” he said, taking courage from the fact. “I can get you and your necrotite out. It’s already been arranged.” He glanced over the silent ranks of risen and the latest victim of the blood hag’s attentions. “Though it looks like you’ve suspended your mining operations.”
Moritat scurried across the cavern, his rotten claws caressing one of the undead Azaam had already prepared. “There is a purity in the things we make,” he said. “A purity of purpose not found in the confusion and disorder of mortal flesh. When we build something, it is with a certain task in mind. Change the labor and the laborer too must be changed.” He turned, running his paw down Azaam’s withered cheek. “The blood magic of the Satyxis is a remarkable thing, a marvelous force to be incorporated into the designs of the necromechanikal art. But it is a violent, raw sort of force. Unsuited to, should we say, more domestic purposes?” He dug a ribbon of decayed flesh from the sutures around one of the pipes embedded in his gut, sniffing at it for a moment before tossing it aside and turning back toward Lorca. 
“You of all people should appreciate our work,” Moritat said, gesturing to the silent machinery all around them. “We have suspended our own operations in order to create the instruments necessary to fulfill our compact.” The necrotech’s smile broadened. “I’ve anticipated that you intend us to make a second attempt on your enemy’s life?”
“It’ll be harder than before,” Lorca said. “Vulger’s terrified. He’s locked himself up on his estate. The place is a fortress. He’s brought in a small army of syndicate men and mercenaries to protect him.”
Azaam ran her thumb across the razored edge of her knife, drawing a bead of blood. “They might be expecting an attack, but they won’t be prepared for it.”
Moritat picked another shred of skin from around the edges of the hose, this time nibbling experimentally at it before throwing it to the ground. “It is convenient that your enemy is so obliging as to stay in one place for us.”
“I told you, his estate is a fortress.” 
“A fortress is naught but a prison viewed from another perspective,” the necrotech said. He stared across the masses of boring tools and digging equipment stacked throughout the cavern. 
In gruesome detail, Azaam described for Lorca how they were going to turn Volkenrath’s refuge into his tomb. Lorca hung on every word, appreciating the insidious genius that would make a mockery of Vulger’s defenses and turn his own precautions against him. After hearing the blood hag’s plan, Lorca left the cavernous mine, intent on carrying out his own role. It should be an easy thing for the syndicate leader’s trusted lieutenant to play upon his chief’s fears and keep him within the supposed safety of his estate’s walls. 
“Do you think he can be trusted?” Azaam asked after the gangster was gone.
Moritat scurried back to his experiment, taking his time as he considered the question. “No more than he can trust us,” he said at last. “He has allowed his ambitions to trap him within his own deceit.” The necrotech lifted a chunk of glistening black ore from the table, turning it over in his hand, watching the alchemical lamp reflect off its surface.
“Lich Lord Fulmenus will be pleased,” Azaam said. A hungry, almost desperate note crept into her voice. “The properties of this vein will propel your research to new heights.”
The necrotech laid down the nugget of ore. “Longevity without purpose is a thing devoid of value.” 
The blood hag’s face twisted briefly in anger. Fear tinged her voice. “Have I not displayed my value? Has my magic not led you to new innovations? Have I not inspired you to new experiments?”
“Yes,” Moritat said, thrusting a probe into an almost shapeless lump of muscle. The tissue began to quiver and throb, reclaiming some lost echo of its extinguished life. “You have been a capable collaborator. But I must wonder how capable you should be if you were divorced from your mortality. It is that weakness which makes you such a zealous confederate. A sad irony.”
Azaam’s fist clenched about the gore-crusted grip of her blood razor. “You cannot deny me!” she cried. “I have done everything you’ve demanded! I—”
“And you will continue to do so if you expect me to extend your existence through my studies.” The necrotech didn’t even look up. “You will serve me faithfully and dutifully.” He thrust the probe deeper into the tissue, driving its necrotite tip to the core of the muscle. The lump of flesh shuddered, then burst into gory fragments.
Moritat chuckled, wiping bits of muscle from his skeletal face. “Defy me, Azaam, and I shall leave you to what few years your aged flesh has left to it. Perhaps I should even repurpose your remains. Your possibilities as a thrall might make a most intriguing line of research.”
The blood hag retreated from Moritat. The necrotech hadn’t been voicing a threat. He was simply expressing a new idea.
She knew from experience how dangerous his ideas could be.


Junkers Zahn bustled about Rex’s battered hulk, a continual stream of gobberish mutter spilling from his lips. Several times, the gobber threw up his greasy hands in complete frustration as he inspected the warjack. The black looks he directed at Rutger had all the accusation and rage of an animal lover who catches someone beating a dog.
Rutger shifted uncomfortably on the stool where Zahn had sent him. He felt he should be doing something to help the mechanik. “That’s where a spike pierced his hand,” he called to the gobber as Zahn’s examination turned from the warjack’s hull to its limbs. The gobber’s expression was almost murderous.
“Ruined,” he snapped, jabbing a long green finger into the gash. “The whole hand needs to be replaced.” Zahn waved his arm in the air as though trying to snatch hold of a cloud. “This is a complete loss!” He hopped down from the ladder he was using to reach Rex’s towering frame. He started pointing at the other damage he’d found, rattling off a catalog of injuries that seemed to incense him more with each addition. Rutger cringed before the gobber’s tirade.
“You should be happy about such good repeat customers,” Taryn quipped, turning away from the bin of cog wheels she’d been idly rummaging through. Her remark brought the mechanik storming toward her. She started to smile at the gobber’s display of outrage, but a closer look at his expression made her rethink her amusement.
“Because I enjoy seeing the ’jacks I sweat over being turned into scrap,” Zahn growled up at her. He spun around and glared at Rutger. “You should thank your gods Rex was even able to walk back here on his own!” 
Rutger licked his lips nervously. He hesitated to ask the obvious question, which seemed to irk mechaniks at the best of times. Still, he found the words stumbling across his lips. “Can you fix him?”
The gobber paced back toward Rex, tugging at one of his ears as he considered the question. Rutger darted a hopeful look at Taryn, who sighed and nodded. They’d had a long talk about how far they could stretch their dwindling funds. There was only so much they could expect Zahn to put “on account.” 
“We can pay fifty silverweight now and I can leave my hand cannon with you as collateral,” Rutger said. 
Zahn shook his head. “Let me look first. We’ll discuss price later.” The mechanik pointed a finger at Rex. “I’ll need to take the cortex out. The chassis has extensive damage and will take a lot of work. I don’t want to risk smacking the cortex around while I’m making repairs.” The gobber waited expectantly for Rutger’s permission. 
With extensive repairs such as Zahn was describing, it was a normal safety measure to extract a ’jack’s cortex, to eliminate any chance of its accidentally activating. Nodding in agreement, Rutger tossed the gobber the key to the service hatch behind Rex’s cortex.
Zahn caught the key in one hand, scurried back to his ladder, and climbed up onto Rex’s hull. A deft turn of the key had the hatch open. Fishing a bolt-driver from the tools dangling off his body, Zahn set to work. It was a few minutes before the mechanik climbed back down. The complex sphere of metal and crystal that acted as the warjack’s mechanikal brain was suspended in the claw of a small crane the gobber had wheeled over to help in the extraction. As he stepped away from the ladder, all the anger seemed to drain out of the gobber. Indeed, he wore an almost comical expression of embarrassment and apology when he turned to face his customers.
“Sorry,” the mechanik said. “I didn’t have a choice.”
The gate leading from the work yard into the street was suddenly flung open. Armed men rushed into the yard. More men appeared from the interior of Zahn’s workshop. Taryn eased her hands away from the grips of the magelocks she’d half drawn. Even with her pistols in hand, trying to defy a dozen armed combatants was a losing proposition. She darted a look at Rutger and saw her partner had reached the same conclusion. His arms raised in surrender, it was his turn to glare accusingly at Junkers Zahn. Pulling Rex’s cortex had cinched the ambush, removing the only thing that could have spoiled the trap.
A powerfully built man with the iron pectoral of a lieutenant in the Five Fingers Watch hanging around his neck stalked toward Rutger, a pistol clenched in his fist. Keeping the weapon trained on the mercenary, he pulled Rutger’s hand cannon from its holster and handed it off to one of the watchmen with him. With an equal display of caution, he repeated the procedure with Jackknife. 
When the lieutenant turned toward Taryn, his eyes became as wide as saucers. In a blur of motion, the gun mage drew both her magelocks. Before anyone could get too nervous, she reversed her hold on the pistols with a deft flourish, presenting them butt-first to the stunned lieutenant.
She smiled at him. “Nobody would miss a mere lieutenant anyway.” 
“But they would miss a captain.” The two prisoners turned their heads. A tall mustached man emerged from the darkened interior of Zahn’s shop. There was a precise, military bearing about him, the cool self-assurance of a commander secure in his authority. True to his words, he wore the jeweled signet ring of a watch captain on his left hand.
Lieutenant Trask saluted as he handed his commander Taryn’s magelocks. Parvolo took a moment to study the weight and balance of the pistols, then returned his attention to the prisoners snared by his ambush. “Forgive the theatrics,” he said, bowing his head in contrition.
“I take it then that we are under arrest,” Taryn said. 
Parvolo considered the point for a moment. “It was fortunate for me that you had such a bad time on Chaser. Otherwise, I might have lost valuable time tracking you down.” He smiled and waved his hand at Rex’s inert bulk. “Toros aren’t such a common sight that they go unnoticed. One of my men remembered seeing a Toro being brought into this repair shop shortly after the unpleasantness in Blood Alley.”
“What next? Blackstone?” Rutger said, again glaring at Zahn.
“That depends entirely on you,” Parvolo said. “You see, I’m not really interested in what happened on Chaser. I’m more interested in what’s been happening on Hospice.” He could see from the pallor that crept into the complexions of his prisoners that they knew precisely what he was talking about.
“Trask, take our friend the proprietor down the street,” Parvolo said. “He looks like a very dangerous person, so you’d better take your men with you.”
The lieutenant looked doubtful. He glanced suspiciously at Taryn and Rutger. “Are you sure, sir?”
Parvolo waved away Trask’s concern. “I’ll be quite all right. Follow your orders.” The captain waited until the watchmen and a very confused Junkers Zahn had marched out into the street and closed the gate behind them. Parvolo cocked his head to one side, listening to the withdrawal. “It’s not that I don’t trust my men, but in this city there’s no such thing as being overly cautious.”
“If you’re expecting a bribe, you’re dropping your bucket in a dry well,” Rutger said. “What money we have is tied up in Rex over there.”
“It’s true,” Taryn said. “Just this morning we were debating whether to have breakfast or get some coal for that thing.”
Parvolo laughed. “This is probably going to come as a shock, but trying to bribe an officer of the law is a crime. Even in Five Fingers, though I’m afraid many of my associates don’t share that viewpoint.” He extended his arm toward Zahn’s shop. “We can speak more freely inside. Less chance of being overheard.”
The interior of Zahn’s shop was a deranged fantasy of tools, parts, and components. The torso of a reasonably intact Talon dominated one corner of the room. An armature that might once have been inside the chassis of a Buccaneer hung by chains from the ceiling. Parvolo brushed aside the housing of a gearbox and seated himself on a table corner. Taryn and Rutger frowned at the stools and chairs strewn about the shop. All the furnishings were gobber-sized.
“Well, if you don’t want money, what is it that you’re after?” Taryn gave voice to the question vexing both mercenaries.
Parvolo appreciated the directness of her question. “I’m after you,” he said, “but not to drop you in Blackstone.” 
“You’re after a favor,” Rutger said. 
The captain nodded. “My men and I spent a very unpleasant night down at the Scrapyard, cleaning out the place. We found quite a few survivors. Many of them credited their escape to some rather impressive heroes. Only a few of them mentioned this charming lady,” Parvolo bowed to Taryn, “but all of them were adamant about a man with a Cygnaran accent and his Toro. You could even say that in some quarters of the city, these heroes have acquired a certain amount of renown.”
“You want to exploit that,” Taryn said.
“Just as much as I can,” Parvolo admitted. “I won’t claim I can pay you much. The watch has a rather tight budget. But I can arrange to have those posters on you rescinded. Your little friend from Rhul could be convinced to drop his complaint, maybe even remember that it was two other mercenaries he hired. You’ll have a clean slate as far as the watch is concerned. We’ll also make arrangements for your ’jack to be repaired.”
“And what’s this favor?” Rutger asked.
Parvolo rose to his feet, walking across the shop to where Junkers Zahn had a crude map of the city tacked to the wall. The captain tapped his finger against the spot where Doleth Island was depicted. “One of my best investigators vanished recently. His informants had been giving him tips about strange shipments being smuggled into the city. Rumors mostly, third-hand tales whispered by friends of friends, that kind of thing. Nothing substantial, only that somehow Vulger Volkenrath’s name was involved, that whatever was being brought in was being offloaded on one of his docks.” He clenched his hand and drove his fist against the island. “Then, after my man hinted to me he was going to get the evidence I needed . . . nothing. Vanished as though swallowed by the Wurm.”
The captain paced back toward the two mercenaries. “Then we have a monstrous incursion by Cryxian horrors. Somehow the fiends of the Nightmare Empire appear in the city. What do they attack? Why, a fighting venue operated by Vulger Volkenrath of all people.” Parvolo shook his head. “There’s a connection.”
“You sound like a man who still lacks proof,” Taryn said.
“Which brings us to the favor you’re going to do me,” Parvolo said. “Volkenrath is terrified. He’s holed up on his estate, surrounded by a small army of thugs and sell-swords. He’s obviously aware of the attack on the Scrapyard. He was probably there when it happened. He usually is. Either way, he certainly knows about the two heroes who prevented the carnage from descending into a complete massacre.
“I want the two of you to offer your services to Volkenrath. One of his syndicate men owes me a few favors, so I can finagle an introduction for you.”
“And then?” Rutger asked, feeling he already knew the answer.
Captain Parvolo matched the Cygnaran’s stony gaze. “Once you’re in Volkenrath’s good graces, I want you to find that proof I need. Keep your eyes and ears open. If there’s a connection between Vulger and Cryx, I want you to find it.”
Taryn shook her head. “We put ourselves between a crime syndicate and monsters from a nightmare. In return, you agree not to throw us into Blackstone and arrange to have Rex repaired.” The gun mage smiled coldly. “I should think preventing a total massacre at the Scrapyard would have already earned us that much consideration. Surely even the watch can dole out some extra compensation for operatives who are putting their lives at stake to preserve law and order.”
“No money,” Parvolo said. “We’re on a budget, and my post at least doesn’t supplement our incomes with graft. Do we have a deal or not?”
Taryn raised her hand, motioning Rutger to silence. “I want our agreement in writing.” A cold glint came into her eyes as she thought of Udric and their contract with him. “And I want a notary present to witness everybody signing it.” 


Parvolo had described the estate of Vulger Volkenrath as a fortress. As Taryn and Rutger were admitted into the place, they decided he didn’t know the half of it.
The estate was situated in the affluent Terraces District on Bellicose Island, the northernmost of the large islands on which the city of Five Fingers had been built. The district consisted of layers of terraces cut into the gentle slope rising from the southern shore. Many of the lower terraces were given over to stacks of overpriced apartments and packs of townhouses that looked like they’d been squashed together by an angry giant. Toward the top of the slope, however, looking out across the island toward the mainland, the sprawl of walled estates began to make its presence felt. Among the largest of these urban compounds was the one that had fallen into Vulger’s clutches. He had acquired the estate either through blackmail or gambling debts, depending on who told the story. All the stories agreed, however, that the estate represented the last holdings of a once-mighty Ordic noble family.
Vulger seemed to have made considerable changes to the place. A second ring of perimeter wall had been added, topped with jagged bits of broken glass, and the ten-foot gap between walls gave over to a deep trench with what smelled like oil lining the bottom. The gatehouse was like a small fort, fitted with monstrous oaken gates two feet thick and reinforced with steel. Armed guards stood both within the gatehouse and on its roof, which sported a number of gaps that looked to Taryn just the right size to drop a grenade onto somebody’s head.
A vast flower garden lay beyond the walls, but for all its size there was neither bush nor tree to provide any visitor with shade . . . or cover. The marigolds and daisies didn’t deceive the two mercenaries walking down the limestone path. They could see the watchtowers rising from the building’s roof, the profusion of steel-shuttered windows that stared from the face of the home. The area had been cleared as a killing ground, a hundred yards fully exposed to the mansion. Any invaders who tried to cross the garden would find themselves met by a murderous fire.
“Vulger’s a man who plans ahead,” Taryn said, noting the partially exposed pitfall in one of the flower beds.
Their escort, a dark-headed Thurian who looked as though the word “unsavory” had been coined expressly for him, stopped and scratched his head. “Nah, the boss was scared when Kilbride took over from Karsento. He thought it meant his neck too.” He shrugged. “Nothin’s happened yet, though.” 
Scratching his head again, he looked past the two mercenaries at the immense warjack following behind. “Don’t know what the boss wants with that thing.”
Rutger smirked. “Maybe he wants some engaging conversation.”
The Thurian thug laughed, a nasally braying sound. “Never heard of a talkin’ ’jack!” 
“If that’s the smartest of the bunch, Vulger has staffing problems,” Taryn hissed under her breath.
“No wonder Vulger was so eager to hire us,” Rutger whispered back. 
The doors that opened into Vulger’s mansion were solid bronze. A small barred window allowed a sentry inside the house to observe the situation outside the doors before opening them. Today, however, the gangsters didn’t need such precaution. Rutger and Taryn were expected, and even if the guards in the watchtowers had failed to inform them about the mercenaries’ arrival, there was small chance the sentries had failed to hear Rex’s thunderous advance or the roar of its steam engine.
Inside, Vulger’s mansion was lavishly appointed. Rich carpets graced marble-floored hallways, rare paintings stared from walls paneled in exotic wood, crystal chandeliers with alchemical illuminators hung between the open skylights in the ceiling. Immaculately dressed servants rushed ahead of the mercenaries, hastily removing delicate rugs and fragile furnishings before the ponderous advance of their warjack. Another gang of servants threw down padded mats in an effort to cushion the impact of Rex’s feet on the stone floors. Other servants followed behind the ’jack with a canvas sheet and a large broom, striving to remove the soot expelled by Rex’s smokestack. An automated bellows groaned away in one corner of the hall, trying to suck the smoke from the air and propel it through the skylight.
“Wrecks strikes again,” Taryn said. “Our new employer’s going to need quite a cleanup crew before we leave.”
“He’s a scared man,” Rutger said, “so scared he doesn’t care if his treasures get ruined.”
The hallway opened into a sprawling parlor. A clutch of armed guards surrounded an antique chair that might once have stood within one of the royal courts of Tordor. Now a far less noble personage reposed in the seat. Vulger Volkenrath was well into middle age, his stocky body descending into fat, his hair rapidly deserting his scalp. There was a haggard, weary quality about the gangster’s face, but when he saw the two mercenaries and the massive ’jack following them, an excited gleam shone in his piggish eyes and a delighted smile spread across his features.
“There they are!” Vulger laughed, striding across the parlor. “The heroes of the Scrapyard! Words cannot express how delighted I am you accepted my invitation.”
“But money can.” Taryn smiled back at the gangster. 
Vulger wagged his finger at her as though berating a naughty child. “I couldn’t have put it better. As my father always told me, never trust anyone you can’t buy.” Vulger gestured toward Rex. “Except a ’jack, of course! They’re happy with a little coal!” The guards laughed at this, encouraged by the gangster’s glare.
Rutger glanced about the room, studying the layout. It seemed Vulger had chosen a parlor with as many entrances and exits as he could find. 
“I don’t know, Vulger,” said a voice from above. “I’ve always found that loyalty is best earned.”
The speaker was a lean, rakishly built man. The rubies set into his sharkskin boots twinkled as he descended the iron stairway that spiraled down from an upper landing into the parlor. He turned a disapproving stare at the mercenaries. “We have our own people. You don’t need to bring strangers into your house.”
The portly gangster turned toward the stairway and shook his fist. “You weren’t there!” he snarled. “You didn’t see! If it wasn’t for them, nobody would have gotten out of there alive!” Vulger spun around, pointing an accusing finger at each of his guards. “Have you ever fought Cryx? You ever seen their rotten creations climbing after you? Trying to eat you while you’re still alive?” He walked back toward Rutger and Taryn. “They have! They’ve fought them! Fought and stood their ground!”
Taryn glanced over at Rutger, seeing by his expression that the same thought had occurred to him. Vulger didn’t look or sound like the sort of villain who’d work with Cryx. Either he was a lot more subtle and clever than he appeared, or he was a genuine victim of some deeper intrigue.
The man on the stairs shook his head. “You don’t need them. This is Bellicose, not Hospice. You’re safe here. With your own people.”
Vulger glared up at his henchman. “I want them here!” 
“You’re the boss,” the other gangster said, reaching the bottom step. “Just remember what happens when you bring a viper into the fold.” He stalked off down one of the hallways.
“Don’t mind him,” Vulger said. “He gets like that.” The gangster laughed bitterly. “Lorca’s suspicious of everybody.” 





CHAPTER VI
Rutger inspected the massive coal hopper fitted to Rex’s back, checking its level again to see how much fuel the huge warjack had consumed. Previous experience had taught him that it was wise to exhibit a bit of caution when switching to a different grade of coal. The blue anthracite Volkenrath had provided was supposedly an exceedingly fine grade. Rutger had seen for himself, however, that some furnaces would burn through a better grade of coal much faster than poorer quality fuel. It was one of the caprices of mechanika, he supposed, that a machine became more erratic, its operation more unique according to its level of complexity.
So far, however, Rex’s furnace was behaving quite nicely. It helped that the warjack was stood idle, not exerting itself and burning through extra fuel. Since the smoke from Rex’s exhaust wasn’t exactly healthful for the rich furnishings and appointments of Volkenrath’s mansion, and given that the ’jack’s great weight had a tendency to crack the tile floor, the mercenaries had been bivouacked in a music room just off the main hall and adjoining the parlor where the gangster conducted most of his business. The padded mats covering the floor dulled the impact of Rex’s footsteps. The central location was ideal, and with the steam organ and other musical instruments now withdrawn, Rutger was suitably impressed with the chamber’s size. If an attack did come, Rex would have the space to maneuver here, something he couldn’t say for much of the mansion. The tall windows were another bonus, a rarity in the fortress-like home. Designed to admit extra sunlight and make the music room more pleasant for guests, they also allowed a way to disperse Rex’s smoke.
“Not satisfied with the job Junkers Zahn did on your toy?” Taryn was lounging on a velvet-backed couch, her body stretched out in a lazy, cat-like sprawl. The attitude, however, was more than a little deceptive. Her arms lay crossed against her body, each hand resting just above the grips of her magelocks. Rutger had witnessed the amazing speed with which she could draw her weapons from such a position.
He shrugged and walked away from Rex. “Everything looks all right, but after what he went through down in the Scrapyard, I’d really like the chance to open him up and check the internal components. Even a tiny gear seizing up could lock an arm or leg.”
Taryn raised her head from the nest of cushions propping her up. “Rex is fine,” she assured him. “Junkers did a good job. He knows he’d have more than a refund to worry about if he didn’t.” She let the import of that statement hang in the air between them. Given their location, it was best not to mention Captain Parvolo and the watch, much less the tangle of violations and fines they had used to threaten work out of the gobber mechanik. 
Rutger smiled at the gun mage. “You know me, always the worrier.” He paced across the room, inspecting one of the tapestries Volkenrath’s servants had neglected to remove. 
“It’s the waiting that’s getting to you,” Taryn said. “You’re too eager to see that monster of yours smash something. Relax. Vulger’s enemies will either make a move on him or they won’t. Either way, we’re getting paid.” She laughed and nodded her chin at the heavy columns and pillars supporting the ceiling. “This place is built like a fort,” she reminded him. “Nobody gets in. It doesn’t matter who they’re looking for.”
It was a jest, to be certain. Rutger suspected it had occurred to Taryn the moment they were escorted onto Volkenrath’s estate that the defenses protecting the gangster would now protect them as well. He wondered if the same idea had occurred to Captain Parvolo. The watch captain had impressed Rutger as a cagey and careful man. He couldn’t imagine Parvolo had made such a grievous oversight. He’d sent them here to get evidence that Volkenrath was connected in some way with the Cryxian incursion on Hospice. He was willing to bet that Parvolo wasn’t simply relying on the honor of two mercenaries to get him what he wanted.
Rutger turned toward Taryn. “What do you think?” Like mention of Parvolo and the watch, they felt it wasn’t too smart to be openly inquisitive about their employer. But Rutger’s tone conveyed which subject he wanted to discuss.
“I don’t think it’s an act,” Taryn said. “We’re both good at spotting a fake.”
“That was my feeling, too. Still, there has to be some link.” It was possible that Vulger had been dealing with Cryx beforehand and the attack on the Scrapyard was the result of some falling out between himself and the monsters.
“To be sure,” Taryn said. “But I don’t think it’s so obvious. If it was, well, you’d expect to see a bit more preparation.” The gun mage nodded her chin at the padded mats on the floor, perfect evidence of how hurriedly Vulger had augmented his protection. A man who had taken such pains to defend himself against Kilbride would certainly have done far more in advance of any arrangement with the Nightmare Empire. Vulger did seem the paranoid type.
“So we keep looking,” Rutger said.
Taryn smiled. “At least the surroundings are nice.”
“We can’t stay here forever,” Rutger said. “Even if we wanted to, there’s no saying how long Vulger will keep us around. That lieutenant of his doesn’t like us, that’s for sure.” 
“It’s a good thing for us that the decision isn’t his,” Taryn said, just a hint of a growl in her tone. She’d already had a few run-ins with Lorca over the past few days. He was an arrogant, smarmy man with a cocksure attitude and a condescending opinion of the capabilities of women. It had taken all of her self-control to keep from drawing her pistols and shooting the ears off the smug gangster the last time they’d crossed words. Rutger had cautioned her that the thug was deliberately trying to get under her skin, to get her angry enough that they’d leave Vulger’s service. The obviousness of such a ploy and how well it had worked on her only made the gun mage angrier.
“We’ll have to leave here eventually,” Rutger repeated. He didn’t need to explain to Taryn the emotion behind the statement. She could read it in the faraway look in his eyes. Rutger was a wanderer, a man who had to see what was over the next horizon, had to know what was beyond the next mountain, across the next river. The dusty old books he’d read as a child had impressed a wanderlust upon him. He needed to see with his own eyes the places and things he’d read about. The prospect of staying in one place indefinitely filled him with a horror Taryn could recognize but knew she’d never understand.
“Things will settle down,” she said.
Rutger shook his head. “I’m worried about those posters.” His fear made him forget their agreement not to mention them. “With Kalder around . . .”
“Don’t worry about Kalder,” Taryn said, lying back down and closing her eyes. “I ran into him in the Scrapyard just before the attack. The Cryx took care of any problems he could have made for us.”
Rutger rushed toward the couch. “Kalder was there? He was at the Scrapyard waiting for me?”
Taryn kept her eyes closed. She had a soldier’s knack for instantly dropping into a sound sleep, snatching a half hour here and there throughout the day. She knew the deception would convince Rutger. After a few more questions, he desisted. She heard him march back across the tile floor to inspect Rex.
She felt guilty for ignoring him, but her own feelings were too confused to express. Taryn didn’t know how to tell her friend that the bounty hunter he feared so greatly hadn’t been after him at all, but instead had come to collect the price on her head. How could she tell him that Kalder had been ready to murder him simply because he was her friend? She cared about Rutger too much to do that to him. It was ironic, but after so much time needing and trusting no one but herself, she was afraid of losing the one person she could trust and depend on.
Besides, Taryn thought as genuine sleep overcame her, Kalder was dead. It didn’t matter whom he’d been hunting. 


Night wrapped itself about the lofty slopes of the Terraces District. Gas lamps sputtered to life, creating tiny spots of brilliance. The lone figure that made its way through the blackness shunned those splotches of light, keeping to the shadows as it prowled the deserted streets. The horrors of Cryx might have struck in the squalor of distant Hospice Island, but fear of the undead abominations had spread throughout Five Fingers, even to the wealthy splendor of Bellicose. The normally vibrant nightlife of the city was subdued. The once extravagant parties hosted by rich merchants and Ordic nobility had been abandoned. Only the most desperate now braved the streets at night. The rest kept indoors until the clean light of day banished the terrors of the Nightmare Empire from heart and mind.
Such circumstance suited the prowler who stalked the forsaken streets. His progress through the district was rapid, speeded by an obscene alchemy of avarice and wounded pride. He’d been made a fool of, and that was a debt he never left unpaid.
The stalker reached the thick walls of Volkenrath’s estate. Crouching down at the base of the wall, he removed a curious object from the leather satchel hanging from his belt. It was a long cylinder of steel with a bronze reel fitted beneath it and a cluster of gears and cog wheels bulging from its side. The prowler removed a second object—the splayed, claw-like foot of an iron grapnel. He tugged the end of the wire fastened to the bronze wheel, allowing enough slack so that he could tie it to the end of the grapnel. 
Bracing himself against the ground, setting one knee against the back of the steel cylinder, the stalker dropped the grapnel down the tube. Gears shuddered into animation. With a soft huff, the grapnel was hurled upward, flying over the top of the wall. Even as the hooks clattered against the far side of the obstruction, the reel was spinning, retracting the wire that had been played out. When there was no more slack in the line and the claws of the grapnel had caught and secured themselves, the reel fell idle. The prowler unhooked the spool of wire from the reel, securing it to a steel spike he deftly pounded into the ground. 
Returning the steel cylinder to his satchel, the man busied himself fitting a set of iron spikes to the soles of his boots. He scuffed the soles against the ground to ensure they were strapped tightly, then strode to the wall. Taking hold of the wire and using the spikes to assist him, the prowler made a rapid ascent. A cold smile flitted across his face when he saw the jagged glass embedded in the top of the wall. He removed a thick blanket from his satchel and flung it over the glass slivers before finishing his climb. He nodded in appreciation when he saw the gap between the first wall and the second. He tugged the grapnel free. Then, with some effort, he freed the wire from the stake at the base of the wall.
Recovering both items, he withdrew the tiny knee mortar from his bag and began to repeat the procedure by which he had conquered the first wall. The second would be trickier. He’d have to secure the line so it ran horizontal instead of vertical. That took a bit more finesse, but he was an old hand at such intricacies. 
The intruder soon bypassed the other defenses of Volkenrath’s estate. He had to wait for a time in the garden until one of the patrols came past where he lay hidden among the flowers. By day there wasn’t a chance in a million that they could have missed him, but in the dark he blended perfectly with the black blotch of the flowerbed. Now he watched as the two gangsters came marching past his position. He took note of the long coat and broad-brimmed hat one of the men wore. Just the sort of thing he needed. When he sprang up from concealment, his knife opened the throat of one guard before the man knew what was happening. He left the dying guard to thrash and bleed and pounced upon his comrade in the long coat. With one hand clamped across the man’s mouth, the stalker punched his knife into the base of the guard’s skull. 
The prowler rose and scanned the darkness, every sense alert for the slightest indication that someone had noticed the struggle. After a moment, satisfied that he was still undetected, he bent down and stripped away the floppy hat and long coat the man had worn. In this guise, the intruder ran toward Volkenrath’s manor, gesticulating wildly and making anguished sounds. Lights winked on throughout the mansion, and excited guards appeared on the roofs. Briefly they aimed at the stalker, but the sight of the familiar hat and coat were enough to deceive them in the dark. Training their guns on the garden beyond, they let their supposed comrade run to the main doorway.
The portal was just opening. Gangsters came boiling out in every state of undress. Though many had forsaken robes, not a man among them had failed to bring pistol, blade, or bludgeon. The intruder, bundled in his stolen coat, feigned a weakened wave of his hand, indicating the garden, then slumped against the open doorway. Most of the thugs rushed off to pursue a phantom enemy. 
One lingered behind. He stared at the man slumped against the door. His brows knitted in confusion; it took him a moment to register what was wrong. As the realization struck him, so did the slim blade of a knife. Thrusting upward, the intruder plunged his steel deep into the thug’s vitals and shoved the dying man over the threshold. Then he rushed inside and slammed the heavy door shut. As he slid the bar into place, he heard alarmed gangsters rushing back across the garden.
The intruder’s hand flicked beneath his coat, drawing a pistol. Without a second’s thought, he shot down the young gangster running toward him. A second guard, seeing his comrade’s fate, turned and ran screaming down the hallway, shouting for Volkenrath.
The intruder had a second pistol in hand now, but he didn’t shoot the fleeing gangster. The idiot was running off to warn his boss and in doing so, he would lead the enemy straight to Volkenrath. Holstering his spent pistol, he hurried after the gangster. A richly appointed parlor lay ahead. Vulger Volkenrath and a score of his bruisers were there, the gang leader barking out orders to his men and trying to deploy them throughout the room.
The hunter sneered. If Volkenrath had been his target, the man would be dead already. But it wasn’t the gangster Kalder wanted. It was the sneaky bitch who’d entered the man’s employ.
The groan of an opening door brought Kalder spinning around. He grinned viciously as he saw Rutger Shaw standing in the doorway, his mechanikal sword in hand, the immense bulk of his warjack looming behind him. Where Rutger was, Kalder knew Taryn wouldn’t be far away. This time, the bounty hunter would do things in reverse. First kill Rutger, then secure his real target.
Kalder was just aiming his pistol at Rutger when the whole mansion shook as though caught in the coils of the Wurm. The bounty hunter was sent sprawling, spilling across the floor and rolling behind a marble pillar. Instead of lessening, the tremor grew more violent and persistent. Then an entire section of the tile floor fractured, dropping away into a ragged hole that had formed beneath the hallway. But it wasn’t what dropped into the hole that arrested Kalder’s attention—it was the thing that came lumbering out.
In shape, the horror vaguely resembled the bonejacks that had assaulted the Scrapyard. Hideous modifications had been made to it, the bony jaws distended to accommodate two whirling drill heads, the feet elongated into splayed claws that resembled nothing so much as scoop shovels. Gigantic black iron forelimbs tipped with wickedly serrated crescent blades drove themselves into the pit’s lip. The creature dragged itself up from the hole, the glow of Cryxlight rising from the soul furnace buried at its core.
Even as the thing climbed from the pit, the tremor continued unabated. Screams rang throughout the mansion, alerting Kalder to the grim reality. The scene he was looking on, the burrowing bonejack erupting up from beneath Volkenrath’s estate, was being repeated throughout the mansion.
Once again, the bounty hunter found a horde of undead monstrosities between himself and his prey. 


While Rutger led Rex out into the hall, Taryn dashed through the door to the parlor. By separating, they would be able to guard one another’s flanks, at the same time providing a chance to better react to whatever had alarmed Volkenrath’s gang. She found the portly gangster dressed in a purple robe, a massive hand cannon with a gilded stock clenched in his fat fingers. Vulger snapped orders to his men, spinning from one to another, trying to keep them close yet also dispersed around the room. His lieutenant, Lorca, was far more calm and collected, yet even his unflappable demeanor was shaken when the floor suddenly subsided into the ground, nearly sucking one of the gangsters down with it.
A grisly atrocity of necrotic bone and black iron scrabbled up from the pit. There was a rough resemblance to the Deathripper Taryn had fought at the Scrapyard, but with changes that somehow lent it a beetle-like appearance. She’d heard of burrowing bonejacks deployed by Cryx, ghastly creations called Helldivers. This, she suspected, was a crude imitation, a digging monstrosity cobbled together from mining equipment and other bonejacks. As it scrabbled up from the pit, the flare of balefire cast a loathsome glow across the parlor.
Taryn started to shout a warning to Vulger’s men, but the panicked gangsters were already blasting away at the Helldiver with everything they had. Pistols, hand cannons, even a scattergun and a pair of military rifles were trained on the bonejack. The machine’s black iron hull was shredded in the fusillade, splinters of shattered bone flying in every direction. The thing crumpled to the floor, twitching as its corrupt volition slowly drained.
The gangsters were reloading their weapons when the real fighters clambered up from the pit. Taryn shuddered. There’d been no time to warn them.
A wizened hag, her skin grey and wrinkled, her head disfigured by the horns that spiraled from her brow, leaped over the smoking remains of the Helldiver and slashed at the closest gangster with a set of curved knives. Circles of red runes flickered around the driving blades. The thugs shrieked as the knives raked across their chests. The blood arced back toward the witch’s knives, soaking her forearms.
“Rutger! They’re after Vulger!” Taryn shouted, leveling one of her magelocks at the horned hag. Even as she started to pull the trigger, other creatures were rising from the pit. She saw a hideous, corpse-like thing come scrabbling up from the hole on a spider-like armature that served as its legs. A grisly sort of arcane power flowed around the creature. Taryn had seen a similar ring of runes only once, around a Khadoran warcaster on the battlefield. She shifted her aim, deciding that whatever this new horror was, it represented the greater danger.
“Rutger!” she shouted again. “Need help here!” The necrotech appeared to notice her shout, turning its skull-like face to stare at her with a set of grotesquely preserved eyes. “Shadow,” Taryn hissed, invoking her own arcane power. A circle of runes flared about the barrel of her magelock as she pulled the trigger. The bullet took on a phantom-like appearance as it passed through one of Vulger’s men on its way toward the bloated monstrosity.
The enchanted bullet just missed the necrotech’s forehead, where Taryn had aimed. Some profane energy deflected the shot, sending it blasting through the creature’s face instead. Teeth exploded from its shattered jaw as the shot exited its cheek, then slammed into the edge of the pit. The necrotech recoiled, then lurched forward again, one of its claws picking ribbons of torn flesh from the edges of its wound. 
“Rutger! Really need help here!” Taryn yelled. The ring of runes swirling about the necrotech flashed even brighter as something utterly enormous rose from the depths of the pit. Taryn’s heart faltered when she saw the thing pull itself up into the parlor. It was bigger than Rex, a colossus of black iron, corroded bone, and necromantic power. A faint wailing emanated from the vents of the furnace within its armored chest. It was shaped like a monstrous ape, short stocky legs supporting a massive torso with broad, hunched shoulders. A bronze-cast head thrust outward from those shoulders on a ball socket, giving it the semblance of a human skull. Two mammoth bone tusks jutted from the distended jaws, and fires smoldered deep within its eye sockets. The monster’s arms were also ape-like in their length, but the left arm was a piston-driven spike of bone fused to black iron. Energy coils snaked from it to the machine’s soul furnace. The right arm was an enormous harpoon gun, loops of chain wound about a spool of human skeletons. The arcane energies Taryn had sensed around the necrotech also swirled about the helljack, bathing it in a ghoulish light as it marched up into the mansion. 
An arctic chill rose up Taryn’s spine. That hideous, spider-like creature was some kind of warcaster! It was guiding the helljack not with commands, but with its thoughts.
“Rutger!” Taryn screamed, drawing her second magelock as the helljack came stomping toward her. 
Before it could take more than a few steps, the machine was suddenly struck from the side, a dismembered black iron claw cracking against its head. It spun around with an alarming display of speed and agility, reacting far more like a living creature than a machine. The fires in its eye sockets blazed brighter as it focused its gaze upon its attacker.
Rex stood in the hallway, smoke belching from its exhaust pipe, a growl venting through the grate in its helm. The crumpled wreckage of a second Helldiver was strewn about the ’jack’s feet. Embedded in one of its hands were the drill-fangs that had once filled the bonejack’s jaws. Reaching down, the warjack pulled up another piece of wreckage and flung it at the helljack. Aglow with the invigorating energies of the necrotech’s sorcery, the helljack ducked the flying debris.
In that moment of weakness, Rex came charging forward. Its undamaged hand closed about the structure of the bony spike, pinning it to the helljack’s side.
Finally, Taryn saw Rutger. He was running toward the struggling ’jacks, his mechanikal sword clenched in his fist. He turned and shouted, “Get Vulger to safety!” He shook Jackknife at the embattled helljack. “There’s nothing you can do against that thing!”
Taryn knew he was right, but it didn’t make her feel any better. They were a team. Even if she couldn’t hurt the helljack itself, she might be able to stop the necrotech controlling it. 
A cry of terror she recognized as Vulger’s caused her to turn, in time to see the horned witch cut down the last man between her and Vulger. The man staggered away, trying to staunch the blood spurting from the stump of his hand. But the hag’s magic defied his effort, his blood seemingly sucked from his body by the eerie runes still dancing about the edge of his wound. The crone cackled as she turned toward Vulger. Clenching her teeth, Taryn aimed her magelock and fired.
The hasty shot struck one of the hag’s horns and sent it spinning into the air. The witch wailed, clutching at her broken horn with one hand while making an arcane gesture with the other. As Taryn rushed in, the witch’s body seemed to evaporate, becoming a pillar of crimson mist. Taryn shivered but forced herself to lunge past the vapor. She seized Vulger by the shoulder and half led, half pushed him from the parlor. 
Almost paralyzed with fear, Vulger proved an obnoxious burden. Taryn was anxious to get him someplace at least relatively safe so she could get back and help Rutger. If it wasn’t already too late.
“They’re here to get me! They’re here to get me!” was all Vulger could say.
“If you don’t want them to get you, then pick up the pace,” Taryn snarled back. 
The harshness of her words touched something in the gangster’s brain, turning him vicious in his panic. He pulled free from her grip. “I pay you!” he snapped at her. “I pay you to protect me from those . . . those things!”
“Then let me do my job,” Taryn said, trying to spur him down the hall.
Again, Vulger shrugged free. “You don’t tell me what to do! I tell you what to do!”
There was no humor in her laugh as she grabbed the gangster by the arm. “You can tell me anything you want once I get you somewhere safe.”
“He already knows someplace safe.” The voice was Lorca’s. The gang lieutenant came running down the corridor toward them. He smiled apologetically to Taryn. “I was wrong about you two. You really know your business.” He nodded back down the hallway. “Your friend can use your help back there. I’ll take care of Vulger.”
Taryn shook her head, not trusting Lorca’s conciliation. “It’s my job.”
Lorca looked from her to his boss. “You don’t want anybody finding out about your escape tunnel, do you, Vulger?” He smiled as a guilty hostility rose to the gangster’s face. “A way out, but just for him. That’s how you got clear of the Scrapyard, isn’t it? Left by a back door even your own people didn’t know about. You didn’t stick around to see Taryn and Rutger save anybody. You were too busy saving yourself.”
Vulger shook his fist at Lorca. “Watch your lip, you rig-running hustler!”
Taryn looked at the two gangsters, disgust welling up in the bottom of her stomach. One look at Vulger told her that Lorca’s accusation was legitimate. She unholstered one of her magelocks and started to reload. “Get him to his spider-hole,” she told Lorca. “Like you said, I have to get back there and help my friend.”


Rutger circled around the fighting ’jacks. He shouted at Rex, warning it to keep a tight hold on the helljack’s spike. He’d heard descriptions of these infernal machines, monsters that had earned the name “Reapers.” The spike was piston-driven, made of magically strengthened bone and corrupted metal. It could gouge almost the thickest armor plate, stabbing into the hull to puncture engines and rupture boilers. The favorite tactic of these diabolic monstrosities was to secure a victim with its harpoon, then reel in the enemy ’jack and reduce it to scrap with its spike.
The necrotech’s body was ringed with arcane runes. The creature pointed its claw at the Reaper, and the helljack’s spike began to blaze with sorcerous energies. The magic began to corrode Rex’s fingers. Trails of metal crumbled from the warjack’s hand as the eldritch emanations rotted its grip. 
Staying close to the Reaper and keeping its spike locked at its side rendered its best weapons useless, but the necrotech’s venomous magic was quickly breaking the warjack’s hold. Then there was the problem of the necrotech. Rutger knew the hallmarks of a warcaster when he encountered one. The uncanny lifelike reactions, eerie quickness, and dexterity of the ’jack indicated a level of control far beyond the skills of even an accomplished operator. 
While he shouted to Rex, the Reaper raked its tusks across the warjack’s hull. The necrotech was trying to get one of those tusks lodged under Rex’s neck. From there, a twist of the helljack’s torso would send Rex’s head from its shoulders. Given the helljack’s damnable quickness, it was only a matter of time before the fiendish machine succeeded.
Rutger circled the feuding machines. He tried to bring Jackknife slashing down across the helljack’s leg, but even as he struck out he was assaulted from behind. A powerful blow gouged across his back, shredding his coat. If not for the armor he wore underneath, he would have been slashed clean to the bone.
The mercenary spun and brought Jackknife flashing outward. He caught the downward swing of a sword, sending both it and the rotten arm holding it bouncing across the floor. His undead attacker didn’t seem aware of its mutilation, continuing to thrust at him with its stump.
Beyond the attacker he’d mangled, Rutger could see more risen climbing up from the pit. They moved in concert to the crazed shrieks and gestures of a wizened witch slathered in blood. Stroking the broken nub of her horn, she pointed a bony claw at Rutger and sent the walking dead after him.
“Azaam!” the slobbering voice of the necrotech called down. The creature had climbed to the top of the spiral stairs to secure a better vantage. Perched on the walkway above, the monster looked even more spider-like. Its eyes were fixed on the witch rather than the mercenary. “It will go ill for you if you interfere with my experiment.”
The reprimand was accompanied by a wheezing laugh, but the witch paled as though it were a threat uttered by the Dragonfather himself. She made a slashing gesture with her bloody hands and the walking corpses withdrew, stalking away from Rutger as though he burned with the light of Morrow. 
“Now,” the necrotech called down to Rutger, “we will see if mortal desperation can match immortal design and construction.”
Rutger forced himself to hold the monster’s gaze. “Yes, we will.” He drew his hand cannon. The necrotech smiled down with its ruined face, seemingly amused that this young human would be so bold as to shoot at it.
Its amusement turned to an angry howl when Rutger spun around and discharged his weapon at the helljack. He didn’t aim for the hull, exhaust pipe, head, or any of the other places where the Reaper was protected by thick armor. Instead, he fired on the skeletal spool fitted to the harpoon gun. From point-blank range, the impact shattered the fused bone. Loops of heavy chain spilled from the broken spool, piling in a heap on the floor. 
“Run!” Rutger shouted to Rex. 
As he turned to follow his own advice, Rutger noted the corpse of a gangster lying nearby. Across the dead man’s waist hung a belt of iron spheres. Rutger dropped down by the body, stripping the grenades.
Pivoting its torso, Rex smashed its shoulder into the Reaper, jarring it just enough for the warjack to disengage. As Rex retreated, the Reaper struck with its spike, tearing a deep fissure in the plating along Rex’s side. Then it pursued. Rutger slung grenades as the necrotech started to follow its helljack. They fell short, bouncing down the spiral steps before exploding. The bottom of the stairway was wrenched from its moorings, sending the entire structure crashing to the floor. The necrotech staggered back, its body cut by the flying debris. Stranded atop the landing, the creature growled and stamped each of its spidery legs in a fit of frustration.
Rutger ran ahead of Rex, urging the warjack to greater speed. He knew it could only be a matter of moments before the faster, nimbler helljack was back on its feet and in pursuit. He wanted the monster to pursue, wanted to get it as far from the parlor as he could. He’d disabled its harpoon gun to ensure it would have to follow Rex and fight at close range.
A desperate plan had occurred to Rutger, one that would depend on keeping out of the helljack’s reach, yet close enough to pounce on the Reaper when the time came. It would also depend on the necrotech warcaster staying right where he was.
Rex’s pounding legs shook the music room, knocking bits of plaster from wall and ceiling. The tremors redoubled when the Reaper came charging in. The helljack dodged around columns, exhibiting again the lifelike semblance only a warcaster could endow. 
Rex was almost in the far corner of the room, its back to the wall. The charging helljack whirled toward Rex, but instead of rushing around the columns and using them for cover, the machine came barreling straight on. The warcaster’s guiding influence was gone. Rutger had lured the Reaper beyond the necrotech’s range of control. Only the helljack’s innate consciousness was left.
“Scrap him,” Rutger commanded, pointing Jackknife at the paralyzed Reaper. A bestial growl vented from Rex’s grill as the warjack turned and rushed its enemy. Rex slammed its crippled hand against the helljack’s chest, using the drill bits embedded in its palm to rip the hull. Rex’s other hand closed about the helljack’s arm. Without the Reaper’s active resistance, Rex was able to bend the spike back upon itself, driving the tip into the piston.
The helljack’s optics flashed as its cortex recovered, but it was far too late. Rex’s hand was closed about its skull-like head, twisting it, wrenching it from its fastenings. With a metallic shriek, the tusked head popped free of its socket. Rex threw it through the window with an almost contemptuous flourish. 
The headless Reaper staggered, trying vainly to work its crippled piston arm. Wisps of Cryxlight bled from the gash in its chest where the drill bits had punctured the soul furnace. Necrotite-infused oil spurted from the severed hoses in its neck. At last, with a final shudder, the helljack crashed to the floor.
Rutger looked down at the obscene hybrid of necromancy and mechanika. He looked up at Rex and said, “Let’s go settle with that thing’s master before it finds a replacement.” 
Man and machine rushed back to the parlor. They found only dead gangsters waiting for them. Necrotech, blood hag, risen, even most of the wreckage of the Helldivers were gone. They’d retreated back into their tunnels, probably the moment the necrotech lost control over its helljack. Even as Rutger contemplated the idea of going down into the tunnel after them, the mansion shook and a thick plume of dust erupted from the pit. The Cryxian forces had collapsed the passage behind them.
“So much for that idea,” Rutger said as he stared at the hole. 
The sound of shots booming out elsewhere in the mansion brought him whipping around. He stared down the hallway where Taryn had led Vulger.
Shouting her name, Rutger ran into the corridor. He prayed it wasn’t already too late. 


Hurrying back to help Rutger, Taryn’s first indication of peril was the bullet shattering the tile at her feet. A second shot sent her diving behind a pillar. Peering from behind the column, she saw a grisly figure striding down the hall in a long ragged greatcoat at least two generations out of fashion and tall boots with wide cuffs and enormous buckles that were older still. Above the collar rested the bony cranium of a fleshless skull, only a few grey wisps of hair clinging to its head. A tricorn hat, tattered and threadbare, was pushed down about the apparition’s head. 
In each of the apparition’s gloved hands it held an archaic horse pistol such as those favored by highwaymen and duelists of two centuries past. The ghost pointed one of the pistols at her and fired. Bits of marble flew from the side of the column.
Taryn’s blood turned to ice. She knew what this thing was. Henri had warned her of such creatures, and she’d once seen one herself, at a distance, haunting a forsaken patch of road outside Merywyn. It was a pistol wraith, the echo of a long-dead gunman, condemned by its own murderous misdeeds to rove the land of the living. They were said to eternally seek out other gunmen, pitting their ghostly skill against any mortal bold enough to accept their challenge. 
It was a fool’s challenge, of course.
Taryn pressed herself closer against the pillar as another shot rang out. The pistol wraith holstered its weapon and crossed its bony arms. Fool’s challenge or no, it seemed the ghost was determined to match itself against Taryn.
A fear such as she had never known pounded in Taryn’s veins. She had grown up on stories of pistol wraiths, their eternal vendettas and ceaseless roving. She thought again of that distant glimpse of a spectral figure standing on a moonlit road, watching and waiting in silence for its prey. The idea of challenging such a fiend was more terrible than Taryn could have imagined.
Yet what choice did she have? The speed and accuracy the pistol wraith had already exhibited told Taryn that it could pick her off at its leisure. Only this obsession with its own gunmanship had restrained it. For the ghost, it wasn’t enough to simply kill her. It had to prove itself the better gunfighter.
Taryn eased out from behind the pillar, arms held out to her sides. The pistol wraith watched, and though there was no face left to it to betoken any expression, a profound satisfaction seemed to emanate from the creature. Taryn stepped into the middle of the hall, crossing her arms in the archaic fashion her spectral foe had adopted. Somehow she knew the ghost would wait for her to make the first move, give her the chance to outdraw the dead.
The opportunity never came. A shot rang out and the pistol wraith spun about as a bullet passed through its incorporeal shoulder. From further down the corridor, Taryn was stunned to see Kalder firing at the ghost with a brace of pistols. Unlike the wraith, her bounty hunter was all too alive.
Taryn seized the opening. The bounty hunter’s determination to take her back to Llael alive had proved fortuitous, sparing her a duel she didn’t think she could win. Drawing her magelocks, she added her fire to Kalder’s. Unlike his bullets, her rune shot smashed into the pistol wraith, ripping scraps of rotten cloth and bits of bleached bone from it. The fires in the fiend’s skull burned still more malignantly. Taryn’s empowered shots could hurt its ghostly form, but to hurt her it would have to become corporeal, making itself vulnerable to Kalder’s weapons as well. Caught between two accomplished marksmen, the pistol wraith shrieked in frustration. Its tattered coat fluttered around it. The ghost threw itself down the hallway, rushing past the pillars and into Vulger’s study. The ghost’s body passed through the wall as though it wasn’t even there. Only a phosphorescent ooze dripping down the stones remained to mark its escape. 
“You must want your blood money pretty bad,” Taryn said.
“It’s more than the money now. You made it personal.”
Taryn almost laughed at the outrage in Kalder’s tone. “I made it personal? Forgive me if I take murdering my friends and dragging me off to a vindictive harpy who’s already dead very personally.” She closed the breech on her magelock, risked a glimpse around the corner of the pillar. It was too much to expect Kalder to stick his head out so she could shoot it off, but she was disappointed just the same.
“That story Rutger told me about you, I don’t think it’s true,” she said. If she could get him mad enough, perhaps he’d make a mistake. “I think your family didn’t die in any plague. They deserted you. Took the opportunity while you were locked up to find something better. Probably wasn’t hard to do, either.” She peeked down the hall again, but there was still no sign of the bounty hunter.
The thunderous tread of a charging warjack explained why her opponent didn’t answer. He’d followed the pistol wraith’s example and withdrawn. The ghost hadn’t enjoyed being caught between two enemies. Kalder, as a flesh and blood mortal, had even less reason to like such a situation.
“Taryn! Taryn!” Rutger’s shouts were almost drowned out by the rumble of Rex’s engine and the warjack’s footfalls as it split a half-dozen floor tiles with every step. 
The gun mage shook her head and smiled. She’d been frantic to get back and help him. Instead, he’d come back to help her. She stepped out from behind the pillar and called to her partner.
“I really hope Vulger doesn’t dock our pay,” she said, pointing at the scarred floor.
Rutger’s face fairly glowed with joy when he saw Taryn alive and unhurt. “I wouldn’t put it past him,” he said. He looked at the hallway behind Taryn. “Where’s Vulger?”
“He’s all right,” she said. “He’s with Lorca.”


Volkenrath’s escape tunnel snaked its way down from the false back of a closet into the charred rubble upon which the Terraces had been erected. It was no great secret the gangster used the forgotten cellars and vaults for moving and storing contraband, but the existence of this route down from his mansion was a secret he’d protected with blood. The master mason, the craftsmen who worked under him, and even the supplier who provided the building materials were all sitting on the bottom of Bold Finger Channel now, their feet chained to stones left over from construction.
It was therefore with both anger and irritation that Vulger confronted his lieutenant as they descended through the darkness, only the whale-oil lamp Lorca carried lighting their way. “Why did you go smarting off to the gun mage?” Vulger said. “She didn’t need to know anything about my having a way out.” He jabbed his finger against Lorca’s chest. “And she didn’t need to know nothing about how I got out of the Scrapyard.”
Lorca’s eyes were like chips of stone as he stared back. “I didn’t know how you got out of the Scrapyard, but after finding this place, I guessed that you’d have something similar down on Hospice.”
Vulger’s face turned a shade of purple. “You knew about my tunnel! Nobody’s supposed to know!” The gangster sputtered angrily, then forced himself to calm down. He smiled at Lorca, nodding his head, making placating gestures with his hands. “That’s all right. You’re my right-hand man. Maybe you should know. But I can’t have that gunfighter knowing about it.”
Lorca sighed. “What do you want, Vulger? You want her killed, assuming the Cryxians didn’t already?”
“Just put the fear of Bolis into her. Her and her friend, just in case she blabs to him the way you blabbed to her! Keep them both quiet. Pay them if you have to, but make sure they shut up.”
“Sure, Vulger,” Lorca answered. He was barely listening, focused instead upon an eerie glow at the bottom of the steps. Lorca hesitated, his skin crawling as he recognized the unnatural luminance of Cryxlight. Vulger noted his lieutenant’s apprehension. He directed a puzzled look at Lorca, then followed his gaze to the tunnel below.
“What is that?” Vulger gasped, clutching at his lieutenant. The glow emanating from the creature’s soul furnaces revealed something like a gigantic squid cobbled together from black iron and bone. Metal tentacles snaked down from its base, and a trio of leering skulls stared out from its sides. Three clawed steel arms projected from its bulbous black-iron hull, while a long tail-like spine of fused bone dripped away from its base. Soul cages were chained to the abomination’s exposed ribs, lending their light to the infernal glow of the soul furnace locked behind those black-iron ribs. The creature didn’t crawl or slither. Instead, it floated along the ground, borne aloft by the supernatural forces boiling in its necrotite-powered core.
The monster looked up at the men. The fires shining in the eyes of the skulls flickered with a new intensity.
“Is this the one?” A dry wheeze issued from the leftmost skull.
“Perhaps,” a glottal intonation coughed across the fangs of the skull on the right. “Their flesh looks so similar. So clean and shiny, like a new coin just begging to be spent.”
The center skull simply moaned, a dry sound that rose and fell in pitch. The other skulls tittered in amusement at whatever observation the moan had conveyed to them.
“Bones of Bolis!” Vulger cried out again. “What is it?”
There was a complete absence of humanity in the glare Lorca directed at his boss. “I don’t know, Vulger. But it’s waiting for you.” Seizing the gangster by the arm, he spun him around and sent him tumbling down the stairs. Vulger’s shriek echoed through the tunnel, but it was nearly drowned out by the hungry, hateful hiss issued from the skeletal jaws of the thing at the base of the stairs. Tentacles whipped out, coiling around the man as his body flopped to the bottom.
“The little one says the fat one belongs to me,” the leftmost skull said. “Does that sound right? Did Moritat describe the flesh for me?”
“After so long they all look the same,” the right skull complained. “Same blood, same marrow, same slimy organs. Maybe if we took it apart from the inside out, it would seem new?”
Vulger’s shriek became a moan of mortal terror as the tentacles lifted him from the ground and brought him close to the triad of leering skulls. The tentacles lifted him before the sockets in the leftmost head. “Ah, but what if this isn’t the right one?” The monster’s left side shifted toward the stairs, one of its arms reaching out toward Lorca.
“Moritat will be angry if I kill too many,” the right skull said. A shudder passed through the metal monstrosity as it recalled the sort of discipline it might expect from the necrotech.
Again, the central skull moaned, the sepulchral note reverberating through the tunnel. The other skulls hissed with laughter.
“Yes,” the left head said. “Take this one.”
“If it isn’t the right one, Moritat can send me for the other one.” The fires in the right skull flickered menacingly as the creature pivoted toward Lorca.
The central skull’s eyes blazed still more brightly, then shifted and darkened. Vulger screamed as he felt spectral probes sink into his essence, profaning the very core of his being. The skeletal heads seemed to grin at him, savoring each wail that erupted from the man as the metal tentacles tightened about his body. Blood oozed from Vulger’s flesh as the coils ripped his skin, mercilessly constricting the plump little mortal caught in their grasp.
But it wasn’t the mutilation of his body that inflicted the most excruciating agony. The ethereal tendrils the monster had sent slithering into him were now drawing Vulger’s blackened soul from his obese body. The extracted spirit of Vulger Volkenrath was being sucked down into one of the soul cages dangling about the monster, where a new vibrancy began to shine.
“This is taking too long,” the left skull said. 
“It’s going too quickly,” the right skull said as Vulger’s screams began to lessen.
The center skull simply moaned.
Retreating some distance back up the stairs, well away from any sudden lunge by the monster, Lorca watched the excruciating death of his boss with all the compassion of a man stepping on an ant. 
“Nothing personal, Vulger,” he told the tortured meat screaming in the undead fiend’s coils. “You were just in my way.”


In the aftermath of the Cryxian attack on Volkenrath’s estate, the once-forbidden fortress became infested with militia and officers of the Five Fingers Watch. The panic the attack inspired in the wealthy inhabitants of Bellicose Island was so severe, even Watch Commander Darvis Middleton was present, prowling about the rubble, barking out orders and trying his best to look important and in control. The same could be said about Watch Captain Gervis Sculler, though there was at least an air of anxiety on his part, an urgency to get this unpleasantness cleaned up so that the status quo of graft and bribery could resume.
Sculler treated Captain Nestor Parvolo and the men he brought with him from Captain’s Isle like interlopers, and the other captain did his best to marginalize their contribution to what he adamantly insisted was his investigation. If not for the presence of Middleton and his unswerving demand that the matter be resolved as quickly as possible, Sculler would probably have had Parvolo thrown off the estate.
As it was, Sculler had condescended to allow Parvolo to interrogate a few of the survivors. Among the scraps Sculler threw his way, Parvolo was careful to take charge of Rutger and Taryn.
“You were right, Captain,” Rutger told Parvolo once they were all out in the garden. “The Cryx were after Vulger.”
“Any idea why? Did Vulger drop any hint about a connection between himself and—”
“Nothing,” Rutger said. “If you ask me, he was as much at a loss to explain their interest in him as you are.”
Taryn took up the theme. “A man as paranoid as Vulger, who turned his home into a fortress the moment he found himself answering to a new high captain, wouldn’t have endangered himself by colluding with the Nightmare Empire—not without taking more precautions than we saw. I think if Vulger had been working with the Cryx he would have had a regiment of priests and sorcerers making sure nothing happened to him.” Her expression darkened. Now that the crisis was past, her mind returned to the image of the pistol wraith waiting for her to reach for her guns, goading her. To be spared such an experience, she would have welcomed Thamar herself as a comrade-in-arms.
Parvolo shook his head and waved his hand back at the mansion where Middleton and Sculler were conducting their investigation. “They haven’t found Vulger yet. And except for a few stray parts and what was left of that helljack you turned into scrap, damn little solid evidence that the Cryxians were here.”
“They took away their dead,” Rutger said. “As for Vulger, the last Taryn saw of him, he was being led to some escape route by Lorca.” He turned toward his partner. “Isn’t that right?” He had to repeat the question. Ever since the attack, the gun mage had been strangely distracted, almost brooding. Whatever was troubling her, Rutger sensed it went deeper than the horror evoked by the creations of the Nightmare Empire. It pained him that she didn’t want to share whatever it was with him.
“Yes, Lorca took Vulger away,” Taryn said, uneasiness making her words clipped and terse. “That was the last I saw of him.”
A bitter laugh rose from the watch captain. “If I know Lorca, that’s the last anybody will see of his boss.” His expression darkened as a new suspicion came to him. “Did you ever hear Lorca mention anything about Cryx?”
“We barely saw the man,” Taryn said. “He didn’t seem to like us much.”
Parvolo nodded. “He might have good reason,” he said, but didn’t explain further. Reaching into his coat, the captain drew out a sealskin pouch that jangled with the sound of coins. 
Rutger smiled wryly at the captain as he took the bag. “I thought you said there’d be no money.” 
“There isn’t,” Parvolo said. “You did a good job for me and I might want to use you again.” He pointed at the bag in Rutger’s hand. “That is for Captain Sculler, to make sure you don’t end up locked away somewhere as either suspects or material witnesses. It’ll also ensure he doesn’t impound your warjack.”
Rutger hefted the bag in his hand, frowning at its weight. “Sculler must sell himself cheap,” he said.
Parvolo chuckled. “Give him every coin in that bag. It’s the exact amount he owes at one of Kilbride’s gambling dens. Give him that, and he’ll think you’re from Kilbride. Once he starts thinking that, trust me, he won’t be able to turn you loose fast enough.” 





CHAPTER VII
The subterranean grotto was brighter than Lorca had ever seen it. The collection of mining lamps had been supplemented by a profusion of foul-smelling candles. As he walked past the greasy, ugly lights, he tried not to think too hard about the materials his gruesome allies would have used.
Everywhere, the sound of pick and hammer rang through the grotto. The clamor had a disturbingly methodical, untiring quality. The risen, their bodies scarred with the bloody sigils of Azaam’s magic, hacked away at the walls, dislodging clumps of necrotite. Others gathered the glistening black rocks, their necks shackled to ore carts, eventually dragging them across the grotto to a final collection point where more of the animated dead were packing the sorcerous ore into long, shallow crates. The size and shape of the boxes made it clear they’d been recycled from coffins, probably the same ones that had once contained their miners.
Strewn about an open area at the middle of the cavern were the remains of the Helldivers. Two of the bonejacks had been destroyed in the attack on Volkenrath’s estate, but Moritat had used six for the assault. The survivors had been disassembled, stripped down to the bare husks of their chassis. The necrotech was fussing about these husks of metal and bone, cobbling together new appendages and attachments. Lorca noted what looked to be a disassembled steamjack lying behind Moritat, a Buccaneer if the bulbous diving helmet was anything to go by. The ’jack’s components were laid out in a row, almost like a display of anatomical specimens. As he puttered about the exhaust of one Helldiver’s soul furnace, Moritat giggled and whispered to himself.
“Now is not a good time to disturb him,” Azaam said. The blood hag rose from the crate she’d been sitting upon. Lorca noted with revulsion that she’d been filing down the jagged stump of her missing horn with one of her grisly knives. Blood dripped from the stump and streamed down the side of her face.
Lorca shook his head. “I need to talk to him.” Before Azaam could intercept him, he approached the necrotech.
“Vulger’s dead,” Lorca said. His temper flared when Moritat didn’t even look up. “I said Vulger’s dead.”
“Then you should be pleased,” Azaam said. “We’ve kept our side of the bargain.”
“Have you?” Lorca glanced from Azaam back to Moritat. “What was that thing down in the tunnel? I was expecting you or Azaam to be down there, even that gun-ghost, something with enough of a brain to tell its friends from its enemies. That monster of yours could have killed me just as easily as Vulger.”
Moritat tossed aside the valve he’d been fiddling with. The necrotech’s cadaverous face was rendered still more horrific by the crude stitches and wire holding his damaged cheek and jaw together. There was an unpleasant gleam in his gaze. “Yes,” he conceded. “It might at that. Sometimes Caracalla gets strange ideas into his heads.” The necrotech’s damaged face stretched in a smile. “Must come from having three minds fused into a single entity. I sometimes think maybe Caracalla is spying on me. If I thought he could comprehend even a fragment of my work, I’d probably break him down into his constituent parts.” Moritat shrugged. “Of course, if Fulmenus sent him to spy on me, I might get into trouble. That could interfere with my experiments, and we wouldn’t want that.” He wagged a finger at Lorca. “So you see, Caracalla is less expendable than you are.”
Lorca tapped the side of his head. “Exactly how crazy are you? Without me, without my connections you’ll never get out of Five Fingers! Then what good will all your necrotite be? How will old Toruk like it if his fat little spider has to sit here and twiddle his thumbs because no ship can get him past the watch and the navy?”
“It is fortunate then that Caracalla didn’t become overzealous,” Moritat said. “I abhor letting anything go to waste.”
The ghastly interest with which Moritat was regarding him set Lorca’s skin crawling. “You still need me,” he said. “This attack on Bellicose has sent panic all across Five Fingers. There’s been talk of bringing the army in to augment the watch, even rumors of a Morrowan crusade from Cygnar to cleanse the city. The high captains are being pressured to put the pressure on the syndicates and the gangs they control, which in turn is causing the independent street gangs to be suppressed. The lord governor is lighting a fire under Five Fingers, and the city’s starting to boil over. It’s time to get you out of here.”
“Meaning you’ve gotten what you wanted and now it’s time for us to leave?” Azaam said. The witch fingered her gore-crusted knife and licked her lips. 
“We’ve all gotten what we agreed on,” Lorca said. “You’ve removed Vulger for me, I’ve given you the necrotite you wanted and clear passage out of Five Fingers.”
Azaam maintained her threatening pose. “There’s more here than we can take in a single ship.” 
“No need to be greedy,” Moritat said. “One ship will be sufficient for my research. If I need more, we can certainly come to a new arrangement with Lorca.”
The gangster nodded at the necrotech. “I’m sure that we can, once things quiet down. A year or two. Three at the most.” He shook his arms in a helpless gesture when he still found Azaam glaring at him. “What do you want to do? Stay here all that time? Don’t you know they’re going to be scouring these islands looking for you? They’ll have every sorcerer and street-seer with a crystal ball using their magic to find you. They’ll have soldiers probing every cellar, vault, and basement searching for your hiding place. And they’ll start with Hospice, figuring they can cause the least public concern if they ransack the poor districts first.”
Lorca smiled. He could see from Azaam’s sullen expression that he’d impressed his point. He turned back to Moritat. “Can you have everything you need ready tomorrow?”
The necrotech scratched his chin as he considered the question, digging furrows in the wan flesh. He glanced down at the dismantled Helldivers. “Yes, I think that can be accomplished.”
“Good,” Lorca said. “I’ve contracted a ship out of Berck, the Majestic. It’s registered to one of the Mateu Merchant House’s subgroups. There aren’t many even in the navy who’ll look too closely at a Mateu ship. The captain’s agreed to hire on a crew of Scharde for the voyage.”
“Isn’t that a bit obvious?” Azaam asked.
Lorca laughed. “Who else would sail with this sort of cargo? They’ll be disguised as Tordorans and Thurians.”
“I am certain the arrangements will be satisfactory,” Moritat said, glancing over at Azaam and silencing any further protest from her.
“The ship will be waiting for you at the Coveward Docks just before dawn,” Lorca said. The gangster made an admirable pretense of looking unhurried as he withdrew from the grotto.
The witch ran her finger along the back of her knife. “How will we leave the city?” she asked Moritat.
Moritat chuckled. “Leave? Why, by the Dragonfather, should we leave?” He stretched his arms wide, gesturing to the grotto around them. “Everything I need for my research is right here.”
A feeling of horror swept through the Satyxis hag. “Lich Lord Malathrax won’t appreciate a neighbor,” she said. From the first, she’d cautioned Moritat against becoming too bold in his activities for fear of drawing Malathrax’s attention. Malathrax had been conducting his own operation in Five Fingers for years, exploiting the corrupt city as a central hub for the Nightmare Empire’s spies. Much of the information from the mainland that Cryx needed to plot its campaigns against the Iron Kingdoms flowed through the port. Despite Moritat’s insistence that his research was of profound importance, she doubted that his own patron, Lich Lord Fulmenus, would expend much effort defending the necrotech against the ire of Malathrax.
Moritat was back to fussing over the Helldiver exhausts and the motley assortment of valves he’d collected. “With the mortals so upset, Malathrax’s people will stay right where they are,” he said. “Certainly, some of his human agents will be out and about, but they’ll stop looking when the others do.”
“You are certain?” Azaam asked.
“One thing you must appreciate about these mortals is that they do respond to a spectacle. Do something on a big enough scale and they don’t think to look for subtleties. Right now they are looking for a battalion of monsters from Cryx. If they find them, if they destroy them, they’ll stop looking. Provided the bait is big enough.” He made an irritated wave of his hand. “Now leave me be. I want to finish these refinements so I can get back to more important experiments.”
Azaam rushed forward, her hand almost touching the necrotech, such was her hopeful excitement. “My rejuvenation?” she dared to ask.
Moritat picked a ribbon of skin from around his ruined cheek, grinding it between his fingers. “Time enough for that later,” he said, dashing her hope as casually as he would swat a botfly. “I was thinking about what went wrong with the Reaper. That mortal wasn’t even a warcaster, but he managed to get the better of me. He was relying on that machine’s crude mechanikal cortex, yet he turned my helljack into scrap.” 
The necrotech looked up from his labor, starting when he saw the tears in Azaam’s eyes. “Do not fret so,” he said, oblivious to the cause of the witch’s tears. “I’ll figure out what went wrong. Any problem can be solved once it is recognized.” He turned back to the disassembled Buccaneer, scrutinizing the boiler and its smokestack. 
“You’d better collect what you will need,” Moritat said. “I’ll be finished here soon. We have to have our cargo ready for Lorca’s ship. I’m interested in knowing exactly how he intends to betray me. Whatever it is, I’m sure it will be big.
“These mortals do so enjoy a spectacle.” 


Captain Nestor Parvolo’s office had a spare, military atmosphere about it. It held none of the exotic trophies or extravagant furnishings that far less significant officials squandered small fortunes to display. The only adornments were a coat of arms displaying the heraldry of the Cathors and a banner emblazoned with the insignia of the Five Fingers Watch. 
Taryn looked over the office and leaned close to Rutger. “I’ll say this, he looks poor enough to be honest,” she whispered.
“Honesty is its own reward,” Rutger said, quoting a bit of Morrowan wisdom.
“Exactly how much ale does honesty buy?” Taryn asked. Rutger started to laugh but composed himself as Parvolo marched into the office and settled behind the desk. He motioned for his guests to take seats.
“We haven’t found Volkenrath yet,” Parvolo said. “Sculler is trying to shift responsibility for the attack on the Terraces District to me, since I was the one who made the connection between Vulger and the Nightmare Empire. He’s claiming that if I’d done my job, I could have stopped things from escalating so far.”
“And is anyone fool enough to listen to him?” Rutger asked.
Parvolo sighed. “Unfortunately, Commander Middleton is listening. He’s not stupid enough to believe Sculler, but he does need a scapegoat. Sculler has too many illicit friends, so using him would cause problems.”
“The rewards of honesty,” Taryn said, darting a look at Rutger.
“I’m afraid so,” Parvolo said. “Middleton doesn’t care for the way I run things. He feels that a bit of corruption is necessary to grease the wheels of justice. I’ve heard he has very greasy hands. This is just the excuse he needs to get rid of me. Something so big that even the lord governor can’t gainsay him.”
“That puts you in a tight spot,” Rutger said. Unlike Taryn, who was still fuming over the way Parvolo had coerced them into helping the watch, Rutger was sympathetic to what the captain was trying to accomplish with the limited resources at his command.
“If the Cryxians aren’t found . . . and soon, it’ll mean my career,” Parvolo said. His expression darkened as he reached into his desk and withdrew a thin folio of papers. “My situation isn’t much of a secret either. Lieutenant Trask brought me this report earlier. It’s from one of his informants, a cutpurse who, if you follow the strings up, works for our friend Lorca. He’s low enough in the organization that I doubt if Lorca thinks anyone is aware of the connection.”
“Then Lorca’s been seen since the attack?” Taryn asked.
“Oh yes.” Parvolo nodded. “Unlike Vulger, Lorca is very much alive, well, and making public appearances.”
“You think Lorca’s trying to leak information to the watch through this thief,” Rutger said.
“Not just any information, information that could save my neck,” Parvolo said. “Information he wouldn’t want any of the other, less honest watch captains getting their hands on for fear it might reach the ears of the high captains.”
“He knows where the Cryxians are,” Taryn said with disgust.
“Probably,” Parvolo said. “But that isn’t what he’s offering. The informant tells us to intercept a ship out of Berck called the Majestic tomorrow, that the Cryxians will be using it to flee Five Fingers.
“The way I see things, Lorca brought in the Cryxians to eliminate Vulger and clear the way for him to rise within Kilbride’s syndicate. Lorca’s not powerful enough to attract those kind of allies, so he has to be offering them something. Whatever it is, it must be substantial, and I suspect he isn’t too keen on paying up. Now that the monsters have served their purpose, Lorca wants to use the authorities to eliminate his friends.” Parvolo laughed bitterly. “To do that, he’s picked the one man who’s in a position where he can’t afford to ignore the chance to catch the Cryxians, no matter where the information comes from.”
“And that’s why you called us here,” Rutger said. “You want our help when you intercept that ship.”
“I’ll need all the help I can get. Certainly, I could just warn the navy and have them sink the ship, but I think that’s exactly what Lorca wants. What I want is to board that ship, capture it, and take one of the Cryxian leaders alive. The Satyxis witch you saw or the necrotech, one of the monsters with enough life in it to understand that Lorca’s betrayed them, who will point the finger back at him. I need to prove a connection back to Lorca. I can’t let him profit from brining monsters into Five Fingers.”
Rutger was about to give Parvolo his assurance that they would help, but Taryn pressed her hand against his chest and stopped him before he could speak. “What you ask is going to be very risky,” she said.
Parvolo laughed and shook his head. “No money. All I can promise is that if the ship itself is judged untainted by a priest and we aren’t forced to burn it, then you’ll both get a share of the salvage.”
“I wasn’t worried about money,” Taryn said. “I’m worried about facing those . . . things again. It’s not like fighting something normal. They’re . . . unclean.” Her body began to tremble as she thought of the pistol wraith’s eerie deliberation waiting for her to draw her magelocks, trying to force her into a duel all her experience and ability wouldn’t enable her to win. She’d stood there, helpless, while he mocked everything she was, laughing silently at her skill.
Rutger set a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “Taryn, they need us.”
Taryn shook her head. “I just don’t know that I can go through that again.” 
Parvolo’s voice was disappointed but understanding. “I’ll have a launch down at the Old Colossus. The informant claims the Majestic won’t be sailing until after dawn, and I’m inclined to trust the timetable. If you change your mind, you’ll know where to find us.” 


The lodgings the mercenaries had taken in the Captain’s Prow District on Captain’s Isle were far from commodious. Their small room was partitioned down the middle by a sheet hanging from a string. There was a hearth, but the flue was so choked with soot that any effort to start a fire soon filled the entire room with smoke. Ventilation came from a single window set high enough in the wall that only an especially acrobatic burglar would bother with it. Given the dilapidated condition of the neighborhood, a robber with any degree of skill wouldn’t waste his time.
Their reason for moving to these lodgings lay chiefly in the tiny wooden door that opened out into a small yard. Taryn rather suspected the yard had been put there as a concession to the sanitary needs of the tenement as a whole, but Rutger had appropriated it as a nearby spot to store Rex. A heavy tarp protected the ’jack from both rain and chamber pots emptied from above, though Rutger had been compelled to pay a few gobbers who lived in the rigging overhead to keep inquisitive hands away from the machine. So far, the gobbers had done an exemplary job of making sure all Rex’s parts stayed where they belonged.
When they returned from seeing Captain Parvolo, Rutger finally decided to voice the question that had been nagging at his every step. He’d had a long walk across half the island to consider how to broach the subject to Taryn, whether to tease the truth out of her, confront her directly, or play on their mutual friendship and trust. As he closed the door and turned toward Taryn, all he managed to get out was her name.
“I don’t want to talk about it,” the gun mage said.
Rutger raised his hands in protest. “I didn’t say anything yet.”
“Then don’t.” 
It was the tone more than the words that concerned Rutger. With anyone else, he’d call the tone angry, but he knew Taryn better than that. When she got mad, it was a cold, steely kind of anger, the sort that kept its silence until it was ready to strike. This something different. He wasn’t sure what, but it worried him.
“You know Parvolo can use our help,” he said. “We could make all the difference for them.”
Taryn shook her head. “Working for the watch isn’t exactly lucrative.”
“Some things you do because they need to be done,” Rutger countered. “But I don’t think you’re so petty that gold’s the only thing you care about. I think I know you better than that.”
She turned her back to him and paced across the room, then turned back around. “Maybe I’m afraid.”
Rutger hadn’t believed her when she gave that excuse to Parvolo. Now he wasn’t so sure. There was something in her eyes, a sort of alchemy of shame, regret, and guilt all rolled into one. Looking at her, he did get the impression she was afraid, and despising herself for it.
“Every soldier is afraid before the battle,” Rutger said, remembering his days with the trenchers. “But they fight on because it’s their duty, because they know it’s right. Because they know their comrades are depending on them.”
He meant his words to be reassuring. The last thing Rutger expected was the pained expression that crossed Taryn’s face. She quickly turned to hide the expression from him, walking over and slipping under the sheet to the portion of the room that had been partitioned for her use.
“I’m going to clean my guns,” she said.
He’d started to follow her, but that sentence stopped him short. It was a quirk of hers, like drumming her fingers against the butts of her magelocks when she was feeling anxious. When Taryn said she was going to clean her guns, it meant that she wanted to be alone.
Rutger walked to the little side door and drew back the bar. He stepped out into the yard and made a quick inspection of Rex. The tarp was filthy from a midday shower, but the Toro itself was in good shape. Junkers Zahn had patched up the damage the Cryxian ’jacks inflicted. Except for the left hand, the injuries had only been superficial. Zahn was getting quite familiar with the ’jack, even suggesting that with the frequency of its visits that he should probably start painting advertisements on the Toro’s hull to direct customers to his workshop.
The image brought a smile to Rutger, and also an idea. Where sympathy and reason might not be enough to get past whatever Taryn was afraid of, maybe a bit of levity would. He stepped back into the tiny apartment.
“Has it occurred to you what splendid advertising helping the watch is going to be?” he said. “We’ll accrue a lot of goodwill and earn quite a reputation helping Parvolo sort out this Cryx incursion. Just the sort of thing to bolster our careers as mercenaries.”
He fell quiet for a minute, waiting for any kind of comment from Taryn. The only sound was the rustle of the sheet flapping in the breeze.
Rutger stared at the sheet for a moment, his curiosity aroused. He glanced behind him, thinking maybe he’d left the side door open. It was closed. With the chimney blocked, there was only one way a breeze could find its way into the room. “Taryn?” he called. 
Still no answer. This time, he pulled back the sheet.
Taryn’s side of the room was deserted. There was no sign of her, only the cool breeze rushing in through the open window.


Taryn hated to leave Rutger the way she did. She knew it was hurtful and cowardly, but it was the only thing she could think to do. Many more of his appeals to her martial pride and sense of camaraderie and he would have broken her resolve. She’d have agreed with him, gone off with him to help the watch. She only hoped she’d managed to delay him long enough that he wouldn’t be able to get to the launch to help them on his own.
Parvolo was a good man, as watchmen went. He wasn’t Taryn’s sort, but she could respect what he was trying to do. Somebody under his command, however, wasn’t playing a strictly fair game. Someone had let it be known that she and Rutger were going to be up at Volkenrath’s estate. Kalder had come there looking for her, not the gangster, and she didn’t see how it could have been any of Vulger’s men, not the way he kept everyone penned in behind his walls.
No, working with the watch was the last thing they should do right now. There was just no knowing if another tip would be handed off to the bounty hunter. Fighting the monsters of Cryx was difficult enough—as her brush with the pistol wraith had made hideously clear—without the necessity of looking over one shoulder to see if Kalder was aiming a gun at her back. Or, worse yet, at Rutger’s.
Taryn hurried along the crowded streets of Captain’s Isle. She wished she’d told Rutger that Kalder was still alive. But that would have meant telling him why Kalder was after them, or rather her. If she did that, nothing would keep Rutger from trying to help her. She didn’t want him sticking his neck out for the sins of her past. It wasn’t like sharing the danger fighting Khadoran soldiers or gatormen or even the undead horrors of Cryx. This was a threat that existed because of something she’d done. It was her burden, and the consequences should be hers alone.
Gradually, the crowded streets opened up into the waterfront. Taryn could see the distant cliffs of Chaser Island, the two suspension bridges stretching out to the island across the murky waters of the channel. The hoot of horns, the screech of steam whistles, the dolorous ringing of bells, all the clamor of the river traffic rolled across the waterfront. Taryn smiled at the noise. She could use something to distract her from her gloomy thoughts. 
The gun mage turned away from the bridges. They were fine for a short walk one island over, but she was going further than that. She wanted to head back to Bellicose and from there strike out across the mainland. Hiring a ferry would be the quickest way. 
As she descended the winding tiers of steps and platforms leading down to the docks, Taryn’s gaze drifted toward the rusty bulk of the Old Colossus. A relic of the final battle that drove the Orgoth from these islands, the giant machine had become a local landmark. She looked down toward the metal giant’s submerged legs, saw the sleek prow of a launch pulling out into the channel. Parvolo, she decided, wondering if Rutger had made it in time to join him after all. And whether Kalder was nearby, watching the boat.
Taryn consoled herself that if she wasn’t around, the bounty hunter wouldn’t do anything to hurt Rutger. Kalder would be too hopeful that Rutger would lead him back to her.
Now that Parvolo’s launch was moving, Taryn noticed other ships steaming rapidly out to block the neck of the channel. Ordic naval ships, their sides bristling with guns. Taryn remembered what Parvolo had said. He wanted to take the Majestic intact, try to take prisoners. The navy, it seemed, had their own orders. If Parvolo failed, they’d lose no time blasting the Majestic out of the water.
She felt a pang of guilt when she spotted the suspect ship. It was an ugly black-hulled merchantman. Chains dripped down the sides of its hull in long coils. She could see the crew bustling about on the deck, gesturing excitedly as Parvolo’s launch drew near. The sailors reacted angrily when the launch hailed the Majestic, several of them producing pistols and crossbows, others taking up javelins and casting them down at the launch.
The watch lost little time returning the hostility. A swivel gun roared from the launch’s wheelhouse, cutting down a half dozen of the sailors at a go. The marksmanship of Parvolo’s men accounted for several more. It was during that first bloodletting that one of the sailors threw open the hatch covering the ship’s main hold. A ghastly monstrosity leaped up onto the deck. Taryn felt her breath catch in her throat as she recognized the loathsome shape of a bonejack, similar to the thing she’d fired on in the Scrapyard but with the addition of a lethal-looking cannon protruding from between its jaws.
The creature scrabbled toward the railing, a clutch of undead risen following it up from the hold. It reached the railing and reared itself up as high as its clawed legs could stretch, then sprayed a sizzling green foam down into the launch. Even from such a distance, Taryn could hear the agonized screams of the men caught by the burning slush. 
The watchmen, to their credit, held their ground and lobbed grenades up onto the merchantman’s deck. Several explosions caught the bonejack, ripping one of its legs clean from the chassis. The tanks that contained its caustic ammunition must have also been punctured, for a jet of green slush spurted across risen and enemy sailors alike, melting living flesh and undead corruption with equal rapacity.
The bonejack toppled to the deck of the merchantman, thrashing with its remaining claw. Taryn noticed the evil-looking green light that surrounded it, the same light that surrounded the helljack in Vulger’s mansion. Gradually, the glow faded away as whoever had exerted an enchantment over the machine realized it was too damaged to draw any benefit from the bolstering spell. Taryn searched the merchantman for the necrotech. Rutger had said the abomination was some sort of minor warcaster, if the power to merge one’s mind with the cortex of a ’jack could ever be described as “minor.”
She saw no trace of the necrotech. What she did notice was the absence of the chains that had hung from the boat’s hull. Almost as soon as she noticed they were missing, the chains reappeared, rocketing up from beneath the surface of the channel, a big grappling claw attached at the end of each. The claws slammed down on the deck of the launch, sliding around as the chains dragged them back toward the water. Most of the grapples eventually caught hold of a hatch, a bit of railing, even the corner of the wheelhouse. As they caught and held, the chains fitted to them shuddered, groaning as they pulled a tremendous weight from below the channel.
Taryn couldn’t believe her eyes. Fastened to the end of each chain was another bonejack, hideous with sleek black carapaces of metal and oversized claws arching upward from each shoulder. A squat vulturine head jutted from the front of each lobster-like chassis, sharp beaks of bone snapping malignantly at the crew. The bonejacks’ crab-like claws flashed as they clattered onto the deck, ripping through watchmen like a scythe through wheat. 
Aquatic bonejacks! The perversity made Taryn’s blood curdle. To think that it might be possible for the fiends of Cryx to simply walk from their necrofactoriums and march under the sea to strike the lands of men. The marauding fleets of the Nightmare Empire were vile enough, but at least there was some hope of warning. What alarm could be given when the first anyone was aware of their peril was when the undead horrors came marching out of the surf.
Arcane energies swirled about the bonejacks, which glowed with an eerie light. Their hideous frames surged forward with an enhanced swiftness. She looked again at the merchantman, but there was still no sign of the necrotech.
Instinct or perhaps simply premonition made Taryn look skyward. The lines of several elevated cable cars stretched across the river, running between the towering buildings of Captain’s Isle to their rivals on Chaser. One of the cable cars stood frozen high above the channel, almost directly above the battle. Taryn could see a figure standing there, its red robes whipping in the wind, pale hair streaming about it like a mane. A spiral horn rose from the figure’s forehead, where once there had been two. It took little imagination to transform the distant figure into the Satyxis witch Taryn had shot at Volkenrath’s estate.
The witch was alone on the roof of the cable car, but another Cryxian machine hovered in the air beside her, floating like some monstrous paper lantern. The strange, octopus-like machine was not like a ’jack—concentric rings of arcane runes glowed in the air around it. Taryn was amazed at how many different circles of runes there were, and she felt more than a touch of horror when she considered that each separate strand must correspond to one of the bonejacks down below.
Her horror collapsed into a sensation of utmost dread when Taryn appreciated what that meant. The monster, whatever it was, was empowering the bonejacks, but not from the ship! She could see grisly lights streaking from the ring of soul cages dangling from the creature’s hull, each light screaming downward to add its energies to one of the monstrous machines. She remembered what Rutger had told her about defeating the helljack by luring it outside the control range of the necrotech. If this new monster was also some kind of warcaster, there was only one reason it would shun closer proximity to the battle.
The Majestic was a trap to snare Parvolo and the watch!
It was hopeless to warn Parvolo now. Whatever trap the Cryxian forces had laid, the watch was caught. The only thing she could do to help them now was disrupt the malignant influence controlling the aquatic bonejacks. She had to stop that infernal machine floating beside the Satyxis witch.
The idea made her shudder. She wasn’t callous enough to want to see Parvolo and his men die, but she wasn’t going to risk body and soul for them either. There was no knowing what sort of abilities that octopod horror might be capable of. Even more disturbing for Taryn was the possibility that the pistol wraith might also be lurking nearby, hidden in reserve. That prospect alone killed any foolhardy notion of rushing off to confront the monsters. 
She had just started to retreat from the waterfront when the thunderous sound of a heavy warjack on the run caught her attention. Spinning around, Taryn felt a rush of relief when she saw Rex’s familiar bulk charging toward one of the bridges, Rutger just behind, shouting directions to it as they hurried along. It was as well for Rutger that nearly all foot traffic had quit the street and scrambled to the waterfront to watch the river battle, given the way Rex smashed through the carts and sledges left behind.
She hadn’t seen Rex on Parvolo’s launch, but now she could be sure he was free of whatever trap the Cryxians had set. She ran toward him. 
“Rutger!” She had to shout his name three times before he heard her over the rumble of Rex’s engines. He spun about, and the relieved smile that filled his face struck at Taryn more forcefully than any reprimand could have. In that moment, she decided to explain to him why she’d left, but it was an explanation that would have to wait.
“They’re attacking Parvolo’s boat,” Taryn said, before he could speak. She waved her arm at the channel where the embattled launch and the sinister merchantman could be seen clearly. “Rutger, it’s a trap. The Cryxians were waiting for the watch.” She pointed up at the cable car where the blood hag and her grisly companion gazed down upon the battle. “Maybe we could knock out the cable car somehow.”
Rutger shook his head. “That might upset the witch, but she isn’t the one controlling those bonejacks. It has to be that thing with her. Whatever it is, it’s not standing on that cable car. It’s just floating there in the air beside it.”
“What do we do then?” Taryn asked. “They’re too high up to shoot at.”
Rutger nodded his chin at one of the other cable cars as it returned to its station and disgorged its cargo of frightened passengers. “We commandeer one of those things and go up to where you can get a shot at them.”





CHAPTER VIII
Azaam cackled with delight as she watched the slaughter unfolding on the deck of the launch. The Satyxis longed to be down there where the smell of blood could fill her nose, where she would be at liberty to rake her knives across the throats of dying men and suck the liquid from their ruptured hearts. The beauteous carnage, the rapturous frenzy of the kill! These were the pleasures she longed to indulge, the glories of her vanished youth and vivacity. The youth that Moritat had promised he would soon restore.
Sometimes the blood hag repented her alliance. The necrotech was dangerously deranged, so obsessed with his experiments and theories that he couldn’t be bothered with anything that didn’t directly affect his studies. He was even so lost in his work that he couldn’t appreciate the deadly implications of interfering with Lich Lord Malathrax and disrupting his operations in Five Fingers. 
Still, Moritat was Azaam’s best chance to stave off the ravages of time and undo the mortal decay that sapped her. The cold caress of death tightened its bony hand about her every day. She couldn’t abandon the promise of being restored to the splendor of her prime. The necrotech could do this for her; he had promised it many times. He had prolonged the lives of several other associates he found useful. 
Azaam gazed in revulsion at the squid-like creature hovering beside her. The iron lich overseer was horrendous, even to one accustomed to the creations of Cryx. Within it, the essences of three necromancers were merged into a single soul matrix, forming a gestalt consciousness, aware of its individual identities yet incapable of embracing any of them. This overseer, Caracalla, was independent enough to function on its own but not coherent enough to think ahead. It was, as Moritat had once expressed it, a trumpeter on the battlefield, relaying the general’s orders to his soldiers but never giving orders of its own. 
The blood hag repressed a shudder as she looked upon the trio of skulls leering from the bulbous hull of the overseer. Each of those skulls still harbored the essence of one of Moritat’s former disciples, necromancers who had added their knowledge to the necrotech’s research. Their “lack of vision” that Moritat had once described for Lorca had simply been the moment they could offer nothing more to their master. Finding no further purpose in collaborating with them, Moritat had used his disciples as the raw resources for one of his experiments. Caracalla was the result.
Such an end wouldn’t be hers. Azaam was determined that Moritat would see the necessity of keeping her alive and keeping her identity and intellect intact, to assist him. She wouldn’t become a crazed thing like Caracalla.
The fighting on the launch was growing ever more furious. The Ordsmen had deployed a swivel gun against Moritat’s amphibious bonejacks, and a pair of soldiers at the prow with slug guns were likewise taking their toll on the machines. After the initial massacre, the humans looked like they might well rally, something Azaam didn’t intend to allow. Moritat had wanted a report on how his creations performed. Azaam was more interested in making sure none of the men on the launch survived.
“Loose the Scavengers,” she hissed at Caracalla.
“Yes, yes,” the monster’s left skull said. “Rip and tear little fleshlings!”
The right skull took up the theme. “So much skin to flay. So much blood to spill. I must thank Moritat for such an engaging performance.”
The center skull’s lower jaw distended, and from the depths of the overseer a groaning incantation issued, boiling about Caracalla in a spiral of glowing symbols.
Up from the open hold of the Majestic, a flock of abominable creatures took wing. They had the familiar curved spine and massive clawed legs of Moritat’s other bonejack designs, but the jaws that protruded from each were beaked rather than fanged, with razor-edged sheets of steel bolted to each jawbone’s outer facing. Metal armatures covered in sheets of flayed skin thrust out from each Scavenger’s back, forming massive wings. They took to the sky like a swarm of vultures, squawking and hissing as they circled above the doomed launch, preparing to dive.
Azaam licked her lips. Her breath came in short, excited gasps. There would be no escape for the watchmen. They were dead already, only too stupid to accept the fact.
“I am afflicted!” Caracalla’s left skull howled suddenly. The right head echoed the cry. 
Sparks and smoke flashed from Caracalla’s hull. Azaam spun around, watching in shock as the creature flailed and thrashed in midair. A second bullet slammed into the overseer, and the witch could see the arcane energy swirling about the rune shot as it slammed home. She followed the bullet’s path back to its source, her face contorting when she saw three figures perched atop another cable car. The mercenary, the Toro, and the gun mage. She wasn’t sure what perverse twist of fate brought these three stumbling into Moritat’s plans for a third time, but as she reached up and touched the nub of her missing horn, she decided she was quite pleased to see the gun mage again.
Then Azaam noticed the massive hand cannon in the man’s hand. As the barrel of the weapon flared and loosed its heavy-caliber shot, the witch observed that he wasn’t aiming at Caracalla as the gun mage had.
He was shooting at her.


Rutger aimed his hand cannon. He didn’t have the luxury of magic to give his bullets the extra punch needed to penetrate the hull of something like an iron lich. He’d heard those things weren’t easy to take down. Against flesh and blood, however, he reasoned he could be much more useful. He left the grisly machine to Taryn and fired at the witch.
He thought he’d struck true, but then he saw the ring of arcane runes burning in the air around the hag. Her whole being had transformed, vaporizing into a red mist that possessed a vague semblance of her outline. Darker streaks in the cloud showed the hag’s veins, and a throbbing black knot indicated the blood-ridden phantom of her heart. There was no solidity about any of it; Rutger could almost imagine he saw his bullet flash harmlessly through the transmogrified witch.
Then, in what seemed the wink of an eye, Azaam was restored to wrinkled grey flesh robed in red. She shrieked at the hovering monster, snarling a command at it. Taryn’s shots had damaged the machine; he could see where the enchanted bullets were corroding patches of the monster’s hull. The damage, however, was too slight to be perilous to the iron lich. The runes swirling about it shifted and contorted. Rutger grabbed hold of Taryn as she was reloading and pushed her behind one of Rex’s massive legs.
He didn’t know what sort of magic the thing would unleash, but when Rutger realized its real purpose, he almost wished for some bolt of hellfire or storm of mephitic vapor. Their attack had given the watch a reprieve. The flying bonejacks that had been preparing to dive down and attack Parvolo’s men now turned and screamed up toward them.
“Well, that worked better than expected,” Taryn said as she closed the breech of one magelock and hurriedly packed powder into the other. With the wind rocking the cable car, it took an impressive combination of concentration and coordination to manage such a feat.
“At least we gave Parvolo some breathing room,” Rutger said. He looked up at Rex and ordered the Toro to loosen its hold on the cable. When the ’jack released its grip, the suspended car began to move again, slowly creeping along the line. He scowled at the car’s sluggish speed. It had not been designed to haul steamjacks on its roof.
“Think we can get beyond that thing’s range of control?” Taryn asked as she finished loading the other magelock. When they’d decided on this plan, they hadn’t figured on a swarm of flying bonejacks in the mix.
Rutger frowned, flipped open the breech of his hand cannon, and tossed out the spent cartridge. He was staring at the distance between the floating iron lich and the ships down in the channel, trying to translate that vertical elevation into horizontal range. He didn’t like the implication. The creature’s area of control looked to be far greater than that of the warcaster necrotech.
“We stand a better chance of holding them off than Parvolo,” Rutger said, slamming a fresh bullet into his gun and snapping the breech shut. “The watch already has their hands full.”
Considering that by his estimate, Parvolo didn’t have any chance at all once the Scavengers swooped down on him, Rutger appreciated how little reassurance there was in his words.
The aerial bonejacks came shrieking up, their tattered wings of flayed skin beating at the air as the exhaust of their soul furnaces propelled them forward. Taryn leaned out from behind Rex’s leg, sighted down the barrel of her magelock, and hissed, “Rot,” focusing the word into an image, the image into a spell. Runes blazed into life around the barrel as the rune bullet went tearing down at the oncoming Scavengers. It slammed into the shoulder joining the wing to the hull of one of the monsters, its corrosive enchantment instantly sizzling and smoking as it melted through the black-iron plating. The stricken Scavenger managed a few more beats of its wing before the injured shoulder snapped. The severed wing went spinning away. The bonejack plummeted into the channel far below.
The rest of the murderous flock ascended past the cable car, seeking the advantage of height before swooping down on their prey. Taryn held her remaining shot, waiting until the Scavengers made their dive. Ghastly sirens wailed as the bonejacks launched their attack, the terrifying screams escaping the glowing fires of their soul furnaces. Metal claws glistened in the rising sun, steel beaks gleamed, and skeletal wings snapped shut against metal hulls to speed their descent.
Rutger snapped an order to Rex. The hulking warjack released its hold on the cable and swung about to repel the Scavengers. The Toro’s armored arm swatted across one of the hurtling machines, sending it spinning off through the air, gears and fragments of bone falling away from its crumpled hull. A second Scavenger stabbed its claws into Rex’s shoulder, its velocity punching the talons deep into the warjack’s armor plate. The thing snapped at the ’jack with its razored beak, sparks flashing as the sharp steel grated across the top of Rex’s head. 
The warjack reached a massive hand up, closing its fingers about the Scavenger’s metal neck. The tortured sound of twisting metal screeched above the din of battle as Rex wrenched the neck sideways and popped it from its socket. The Scavenger’s head flopped limp against its hull, held in place only by the bundles of cable and pipe leading back to its cortex and soul furnace. The bony jaws still snapped and gnashed, flailing about in a futile effort to bite the Toro. 
While Rex was attending to the second Scavenger, Rutger fired his hand cannon into the head of a third. The bullet shattered part of the machine’s skeletal jaw but did nothing to stem its downward descent. Letting the hand cannon dangle from his arm by the tether he’d looped about its grip, Rutger drew Jackknife and quickly thumbed its activation stud. The runeplate bolted into the sword blazed to life, casting an arcane light across the blade as the mercenary brought it slashing upward. The mechanikal sword raked across the side of the bonejack, severing cables, snapping wires, and cutting pipes. The pistons behind the monster’s leg fell away in a mangled confusion of savaged iron, the limb dangling uselessly from the Scavenger’s underside. The havoc wrought by Rutger’s sword deflected the bonejack’s dive, sending it hurtling past the cable car.


Taryn, meanwhile, shifted her position, slipping behind the steam motor bolted to the roof of the car to provide impetus for the truck gripping the cable above. She wanted a better vantage to provide cover for Rutger, to keep the bonejacks from overwhelming him with numbers. While he lashed out at one of the monsters with his sword, the gun mage targeted a second Scavenger diving for him. It unfurled its wings and tried to change the angle of its descent. She sent a corrosive rune bullet slamming into it, her shot catching it at the vulnerable joint between wing and body.
The stricken Scavenger didn’t plummet to the channel below. Instead it twisted about, powering down at the cable car. The bonejack crashed against the side of the carriage. Taryn flung her arms around the mast connecting the steam engine to the truck above, holding on as the entire car lurched. Her first thought was for Rutger, but her partner had managed to seize Rex’s leg, keeping himself upright by clinging to a piston shaft. 
Another of the bonejacks came swooping down at him with such single-mindedness that it was oblivious to the warjack towering over its intended prey. Rex’s fist smashed into the Scavenger as it dove within range, crumpling its hull and sending it spinning through the sky. 
The cable car lurched again, just as Taryn had started to release her hold on the mast. Flailing her arms, the magelocks slapping painfully against her body as they dangled by their tethers from her wrists, she scrabbled for any sort of purchase. She shouted with something like triumph when her clawing fingers caught the edge of the roof hatch leading down into the car below.
Any feeling of triumph fled when the car bucked once more. From her precarious position, she could just arch her head over the edge of the car, which revealed why the car was behaving like an ill-tempered destrier. The second Scavenger she’d shot had managed to sink one of its claws into the steel carriage. The shudders and lurches plaguing the car were being inflicted by the monster’s efforts to turn itself around. She could see the thing trying to stab its other claw into the hull just above. It meant to climb up onto the roof.
Taryn unhooked her gun belt with one hand, then looped it around both the handle of the roof hatch and her own leg. She pulled the belt tight, clenching her teeth as it pinched her flesh. Before releasing her handhold, she gave an experimental kick with her leg. The belt didn’t give so much as an inch. Even so, it took a forceful will to release her grip. The picture of her body pitching from the car and plummeting into the channel refused to leave her mind. 
“Rutger!” she shouted as she reloaded one of her magelocks. “We’ve picked up a passenger.”
Taryn looked over at her partner. Both Rutger and Rex were trying to hold off a cluster of diving, snapping Scavengers. There wouldn’t be any help coming from that quarter for a time at least. The gun mage threw herself flat as another bonejack came swooping down at her. The monster sailed just past, the claws of its left leg scraping across the roof only a heartbeat away from Taryn’s face. She hurried to reload her weapon, resisting the impulse to look over her shoulder and see if the Scavenger was turning about to make another run.
The car bucked again, this time with an entire series of rapid groans and shudders. Taryn leaned over the edge of the car. The Scavenger clinging to the side had abandoned its effort to climb straight up. It was instead scurrying up at an angle, like some mammoth insect. The glowing runes swirling about the thing told her the idea hadn’t originated in its own cortex.
“Rot,” Taryn snarled at the bonejack as it clawed its way toward her. She waited until it raised one of its claws, then loosed her enchanted shot into the center of the pad-like black-iron paw. The corrosive shot melted into the metal, weakening the joints and breaking the control wires within. When the Scavenger brought its foot against the side of the car there was no strength behind its claws. Instead of stabbing into the carriage, they slapped uselessly against the steel surface. It flailed backward, dangling for an instant by the intact claw still embedded in the side of the car. Its hold, however, was more tenuous than the grip it had gained when it first slammed into the car. With a shriek of tearing metal, the skin of the carriage ripped open and the Scavenger was sent hurtling into the water hundreds of feet below.
Taryn didn’t linger over the bonejack’s destruction. Twisting away from the edge, she reached for the gun belt binding her leg to the hatch. As she did, she saw one of the Scavengers diving down at her. It looked to be the same one that Rutger had struck earlier, one of its legs dangling useless from its underside. The other, however, was thrust forward, its claws splayed wide. Taryn forgot about unfastening the belt and rolled herself across the hatch. She cried out in agony as the twisted belt constricted around her leg and dug into her flesh. 
The painful tactic achieved its purpose, however. The Scavenger missed her in its swoop. This time the bonejack didn’t sail off to make another approach but stabbed its claw into the roof, arresting its momentum. Again, Taryn could see the enslaved souls spiraling around the flying horror as a malignant intellect guided it.
She abandoned trying to unfasten the gun belt. Instead, she grabbed the knife in her boot and sawed at the twisted leather. Her eyes kept focused on the crippled bonejack. The thing turned about. Unable to support itself on its broken leg, it came hopping forward, flapping its wings to stay upright. Taryn sawed at the restraining belt. It was a race now, and not one she was likely to win.
Just as the bonejack came leaping toward her, it was struck from the side. The blazing length of Jackknife sheared through its tattered pinions, raking down across its hull and its functioning leg. The monster crashed onto its side, flopping and flailing as it tried to squirm around and snap at its attacker. Rutger glared down at the thing. “I thought I killed you already,” he said and brought his sword cleaving down into the Scavenger’s skeletal head. 
“That was timely,” Taryn said. She finished cutting through the belt. Her leg felt as though a troll had used it for teething. It felt more like a lump of dead meat than a part of her body, her only sensation a numb tingling. Yet it responded when she wanted it to move and didn’t act like it wanted to give out on her.
Not that she would let it. 
She turned her gaze skyward, but there was no sign of more Scavengers. She looked across at Rex. The only bonejack near him was the mangled machine with its claws sunk into the Toro’s shoulder. While she watched, the ’jack reached up and ripped the Scavenger free, tossing the wreckage into the sky.
“They’re gone?” Taryn asked, almost unwilling to believe it.
“We did good,” Rutger said. He pointed his sword toward the cable line running parallel to theirs. The car the Satyxis witch was perched on was in motion, moving to overtake them. Flying beside it, like some black seed drifting in the wind, was the morbid iron lich. 
And another half-dozen Scavengers.
“We did good,” Rutger repeated, “but not good enough.”


The Scavengers flew away from the witch’s car and sped toward the mercenaries. This time there wasn’t the long, steady climb that had allowed their enemies to take aim. The bonejacks wove and darted between one another, buzzing across each other’s path. If the first wave of Scavengers had been like a flock of vultures, the second behaved like a swarm of corpse flies, flitting about in deranged spirals and crazed parabolas. 
Beside him, Rutger heard Taryn hiss the word “seek.” Her magelock blazed with arcane energies, the symbols of her spell swirling about the muzzle. He saw one of the flying bonejacks jerk as the shot struck it, but the rune shot lacked the crippling potency of the iron rot she’d inflicted upon the other Scavengers. Taryn had gambled accuracy against penetration and lost her wager.
“Keep behind Rex,” Rutger said. “Try to pick them off when they start their attack.” The gun mage nodded and crouched down behind the warjack’s enormous leg as she reloaded.
The Scavengers dove in a concentrated swarm, all six of the machines descending in a hissing flock, darting in from every angle. Rutger caught one with a sweep of Jackknife, obliterating half its head only to nearly lose his own when a second bonejack flew past and tried to tear it off with its talons. Behind him, Rex was able to smash one of the Scavengers with a blow from its fist, swatting it out of the air as it dove at the Toro, but in doing so, Rex left itself open to the assault of two more. One swept past the warjack with such furious velocity that it ripped a shoulder plate free. The second landed on Rex’s back, trying to work its beak into its smokestack housing and get to the boiler.
Before the Scavenger on Rex’s back could more than nip at the steel plates, Taryn shot it from below. This time she was free to use the corrosive shot she’d been hesitant to employ at range. Rutger wasn’t sure what she hit, but whatever it was had the Scavenger screeching in an almost living approximation of pain. The bonejack’s entire hull was quaking; foul black smoke billowed from its underside. 
Taryn scrambled clear of the noxious smoke and the molten metal dripping from the damaged Scavenger. As soon as she exposed herself, however, the sixth bonejack came diving down, claws spread like a monstrous hawk. Rutger saw her peril before she did and leaped across the roof to strike at the Scavenger with his blazing sword. Again, the bonejack displayed a hideous degree of intelligence, veering off before it came into range of the blade.
Taryn shouted a warning, seizing hold of Rutger’s legs and pulling him down as the bonejack he’d struck earlier came sweeping in. Its claws raked across the roof where Rutger had been standing. The Scavenger diving for Taryn had been bait to lure Rutger into the claws of its comrade. Rutger cursed the infernal cunning guiding the hellish machines. He glared across at the ghastly iron lich.
“Here they come again,” he said. The two Scavengers were flying together now. Taryn aimed her remaining magelock. He watched in amazement as one of them fell into formation behind the other. 
“Save the shot and head for cover!” Rutger yelled. The two mercenaries threw themselves flat behind the bulk of the steam engine. They heard the frustrated snarls of the Scavengers as they hurtled past.
At the same time, Rex had managed to tear the crippled Scavenger off its back and was flailing it at the remaining bonejacks. The Toro rotated its torso from one direction to the other, managing to keep the two Scavengers at bay. 
The other bonejacks formed a concentrated attack on the two mercenaries. With one diving down from either side, there was no chance to use the steam engine as cover. “Up!” Rutger shouted to Taryn. He was already in motion, jumping onto the framework of the mast and scrambling, hoping to put himself above the angle of the diving attack. The trick worked against the bonejack diving down from the left, and as it descended past the mast, Rutger lashed out with Jackknife. The blade tore through the upper half of the wing, all but cutting it completely free. What was left wasn’t enough to keep the thing airborne, however, and after it slammed against the roof of the cable car its momentum sent it sliding off into the channel below.
The second Scavenger was able to correct the angle of its strike in time, shifting away before it could come within reach of Rutger’s sword. He watched as it soared upward, rendezvousing with the bonejack that had crippled Rex’s arm. 
“We have to break the control that’s guiding them,” Rutger declared. 
Taryn shook her head. “I’ve already put two shots in that squid thing and it’s still going strong.”
Rutger looked again at their enemies on the other car. This time he noticed the witch shouting at the iron lich. An idea came to him. “That thing isn’t giving the orders. It’s just relaying them.” He laughed bitterly. “I was wrong, it is the witch we need to kill.”
Taryn looked down at her magelock. Rutger could almost read her mind. She was wondering if her enchantment would be able to overcome the magic the blood hag had used to escape Rutger’s shot earlier.
“That thing can fly, but I don’t see any wings on the witch,” Rutger said, pointing at the truck connecting the car to the cables above it.
A cold smile spread over Taryn’s face as she aimed her gun and invoked her spell. “Rot,” she said, and fired. The bullet, propelled with the force of the gun mage’s magic, slashed into the thick steel cables. Two of the lines were almost sheared clean through, and the remaining threads snapped with a sound like the crack of a rifle. 
Across the distance, Rutger saw the horrified look on the witch’s face when she appreciated what was happening. The first cable snapped, and her car lurched violently to one side. She scrabbled for purchase, throwing her arms around the mast. Balefully, she glared at the mercenaries. Before the second cable could snap, she was shrieking orders to the iron lich.
Then the frayed second cable gave out. The car was thrown onto its side, hanging high above the channel. The strength of the last remaining cable wasn’t enough to hold the car’s weight. With a thunderous boom, it broke, sending the car hurtling into the bay below. As it fell, Rutger thought he saw a misty blot of vaporous blood clinging to the mast. He hoped the witch’s magic was less effective against drowning than it was against bullets.
Even as the witch vanished from sight, her handiwork was set into motion. The last Scavengers came diving in, and Rutger cried out in horror. The bonejacks were going to return the favor, swooping in to attack the cables and send the car dropping into the channel.
Rutger shouted at Rex, ordering the ’jack to grab hold of the cables and again arrest the motion of the car. Then he made a desperate climb up the mast to the metal box housing the truck.
“Are you mad?” Taryn yelled, horror in her eyes as she watched her friend try to fumble his way onto the top of the truck.
He started to frame an answer, then felt his blood go cold. He’d made a mistake. The Scavengers weren’t diving at the cables. They were diving at the car itself. He remembered the horrible impact the crippled bonejack had caused, how it had nearly thrown them all into the channel. That had been accidental, simply a product of the chaos of battle. This would be much worse.
“Hold tight!” Rutger shouted as he wrapped his arms and legs around the top of the mast.
When the Scavengers struck, it was as if the cable car had been struck by a battering ram. The car swung so far out that it was almost completely on its side before its momentum reversed and it came snapping back around. The entire side of the car was smashed in, the carriage reduced to a tangled mess of torn steel. It was a testament to the quality of its construction that it survived at all. The bonejacks had effectively disintegrated under the impact.
As the car came snapping back around, Rutger heard Taryn scream. His heart leaped into his throat as he saw the gun mage hurtling out into the open sky. The violent shift in the car’s momentum had broken her hold on the mast and flung her off.
Just as Taryn started to fall, the squid-like ghastliness of the iron lich came diving at her. She shrieked. The thing’s metal tentacles wrapped themselves about her, coiling her body in a crushing embrace. 
“Such pretty flesh,” the left skull said.
“Much prettier once it’s decayed a bit,” the right skull said. “I must see what this coin looks like with a bit of tarnish.”
The central skull simply moaned, but there was an inhuman malignance in that wail, the sound of a fiend disgusted with its own existence and determined to make anything that crossed its path share in its pain. 
Taryn’s screams faded as the skull-faced thing went flittering away through the air, undulating across the sky toward the south.
Rutger wasn’t certain how he maintained his hold on the swaying mast as he watched the iron lich carry off Taryn’s limp, motionless body. He only knew it was by no conscious decision of his own.
He’d been wrong. The witch hadn’t been guiding or controlling the monster. She’d been restraining it. With her gone, the fiendish machine was set loose to pursue its own murderous proclivities.
In that instant, he’d have liked nothing better than to fall to his death and make the pain go away. 


“Withdraw!” Captain Parvolo shouted at the launch’s crew. Too many of them had come forward to help the watchmen board the enemy ship and been caught in the worst of the fighting. Those left didn’t seem possessed of the incentive to make decisions for themselves. He grabbed one man close by and pushed him toward the wheelhouse. “Get this barge moving!” he roared. The sailor nodded, but whether that meant he would carry out the order was more than Parvolo could tell.
The fighting still raged fiercely on deck. The swivel gun had been knocked out by one of the bonejacks that erupted from the channel’s bottom. Parvolo would have given much to know how the ghastly machines had contrived to follow the Majestic underwater, waiting until they were needed. To say that the sudden advent of the monsters had turned Parvolo’s operation into a shambles was an understatement.
Lieutenant Trask crouched down beside Parvolo, aiming the immense slug gun he’d somehow contrived to get hold of before the raid, which was more like a small cannon than a firearm. Its massive projectile was designed to crack a warjack’s hull. The havoc it inflicted upon the Cryxian machines was tremendous, when it could manage to hit them. Hideously, the easiest time to hit one of the creatures was when they stopped to butcher a man caught in their claws. Trask looked up at his captain, waiting for the signal. Parvolo pointed his finger at a clawed monster over near the aft rail. Parvolo nodded in understanding and fired.
The slug smashed into the bonejack, splitting its hull and sending a mix of foul oils streaming from ruptured pipes and hoses. The impact pushed the thing through the railing, sending its nightmarish bulk plummeting back into the water.
Parvolo was thankful that the macabre machines no longer moved with the terrifying unity of purpose and coordination they had displayed earlier. Before, the things would have made a concentrated attack against anyone who displayed the ability to harm them. The man who carried the other slug gun had been slaughtered when two of the bonejacks converged on him. No fewer than four of the things had settled on the swivel gun. It was a mercy the monsters had lost their cohesion. Now they were simply murderous beasts, killing and slaughtering without any thought for others of their kind. It was Parvolo’s first real break since the raid started.
No, that wasn’t quite true. He couldn’t forget his terror when a flock of flying bonejacks had erupted from the Majestic’s hold. Never in his life had he been more certain of death than as he watched that ghoulish flock circle above the launch.
But strangely, the threatened attack never came. The Scavengers peeled off suddenly and flew away to the east. It was difficult to be certain with the clamor of battle all around him, but Parvolo thought he’d heard gunshots off in that direction.
The launch finally got underway, chugging toward shore. The debased sailors on the Majestic continued to fire their weapons at the retreating boat, but at least there would be no more of the risen leaping down from their decks to assist the bonejacks.
Parvolo glared at the enemy ship. He’d wanted to take it intact, to capture one of the Cryxian leaders. There was a connection to Lorca, and he knew it was on that ship. He could feel it in his bones.
He shook his head. There was no use mourning things that were already lost. Leaning out from the corner of the wheelhouse, the captain cut the rotten arm from a risen charging forward to attack Trask while he reloaded the slug gun. The undead staggered back, worms and putrescence trickling from the stump of its arm. It started to reach down to recover its weapon with the hand still left to it, but a downward sweep of Parvolo’s blade sent its decayed head rolling across the deck.
The captain looked at the carnage. The deck was awash in gore, bodies piled everywhere. Many of his men were still alive somehow, but many more were strewn about the launch in mangled heaps. Parvolo reached down and grabbed Trask’s shoulder as he started to aim the slug gun at the last of the amphibian bonejacks. 
“Let me do this,” Parvolo said. As he crouched down and aimed the cumbersome weapon, he added, “I need to do this.”
The roar of the slug gun as Parvolo fired into the bonejack was drowned out by a far more calamitous discharge. At the neck of the channel, the navy warship had loosed its broadside. As soon as Parvolo’s raid ran into trouble, the navy had signaled they were ready to demolish the ship with cannon fire. They’d only been waiting for Parvolo’s launch to break away.
Having spent the last fifteen minutes calculating the range, the warship was unerringly precise. The Majestic’s rigging was blasted into splinters, her hull pounded to ruins, and her deck smashed into kindling. The first volley reduced the ship to a ragged cripple. Before a second volley could be unleashed, however, the floating wreck was engulfed in a terrific explosion. Ghoulish green light blazed around the ship for an instant, eclipsing even the morning sun in brilliance, and then the Majestic was obliterated in an explosion heard even on the mainland.
In the aftermath, all that was left of the ship were burning splinters scattered between the shores of Chaser and Captain’s Islands.
Parvolo looked across the bonejack he’d shot down and gazed upon the annihilated merchantman. He shook his head. If Lorca was behind the Cryxian attack, any evidence of it had been sent to the bottom of the channel. 


The windows in Lorca’s office above the gambling hall rattled in their casings as the detonation of the Majestic shook the island. He couldn’t see out past the Governor’s District to King’s Finger Channel, but the distinct sound of a naval broadside left no doubt what had happened. There was only one ship the navy could be shooting at this morning.
Lorca leaned back in his chair and raised a glass of wine to the window. “Farewell, Moritat,” he said. “Your inconvenience to me is over.” He laughed as he took a sip. “You should have remembered the old pirate adage: dead men tell no tales.”
“Dead men have quite a bit to say, if you know how to ask them.” The oozing voice came from behind Lorca. The gangster leaped from his chair, turning to stare in horror at the ghastly thing that had scuttled into his office.
The necrotech’s bloated body was spattered with blood, the mangled bodies of two of Lorca’s guards dangling from his claws. Moritat chuckled at the look of terror on the gangster’s face. His wide grin split the stitches holding his torn cheek together.
“No thank you,” Moritat said when he noticed the glass in Lorca’s hand. “I never drink wine. Perhaps these gentlemen?” The necrotech hefted the mutilated corpses, their broken limbs slapping obscenely against the floor. Moritat shrugged and let the bodies drop onto the rug. “Perhaps not,” he said with a tinge of regret.
“How . . . how . . .” Lorca stammered, backing away.
“How did I get here?” Moritat said. “Oh, I’ve been here for some time now. As you may have guessed, I decided not to leave on your ship.” He wagged a blood-coated finger. “Very treacherous of you to inform the authorities about that ship.”
Lorca dropped the glass. “I had nothing to do with that.” 
Moritat’s answer was a slobbering cough. “Another nice thing about asking dead men questions. They never lie to you.” He folded his gore-stained hands across his belly. “But we will forget about that right now. It happens your betrayal has been extremely useful.”
“Useful?”
The necrotech nodded excitedly. “Oh yes. Because of you, everyone in Five Fingers thinks we’re dead. You see, that’s why I was so agreeable about being so open and dramatic in those attacks you wanted.” Moritat clapped his hands together. “Get everyone looking for me. Then, when they think they’ve found me they will stop looking. No enemy is so invisible as the one that everybody thinks has already been destroyed.”
“You can’t kill me,” Lorca said, circling around the desk as Moritat came scuttling toward him. “You still need me to get out of the city. It’ll be easier now that everyone thinks you’re dead. Just like you said.”
Moritat shook his head, more stitches snapping as he smiled. “I won’t kill you, Lorca. That would be such a waste.
“I abhor letting interesting subjects go to waste.” 





CHAPTER IX
The darkest corner in the Ten Kings was a miserable little rat hole where the room made a sudden sharp angle to accommodate the building next door. The ceiling was lower by about two feet, forcing anyone trying to navigate this part of the establishment to bend himself nearly in half, unless he was a dwarf or a gobber. Brandle Wester, never a man to pass up even the most remote chance for profit, had squeezed a table and pair of chairs into the truncated corner against the off chance that a dwarf down on his luck or a gobber who’d taken a head-dive from the rigging might decide to patronize his tavern. Typically, the corner remained empty.
It was therefore something of a surprise to Brandle when a customer secreted himself at the table under the lowered roof. Not a gobber or dwarf, but a full-grown human. The keeper restrained the curiosity this circumstance provoked, however. One thing a man in his profession quickly learned was discretion. So long as the customer continued to pay for gunshot rum, Brandle was more than happy to let him play hermit in the dingy little corner.
Rutger tapped his foot impatiently as he sat at the dilapidated table, swilling the pungent mix of black powder and alcohol that Brandle passed off as rum. It was vile-tasting stuff with a burn that made his throat feel raw, not to mention a rotten-egg smell that would turn a farrow sick. He didn’t want anything stronger, though, not when he still had so much to do to find Taryn.
He’d spent most of the day scouring every dive and gambling den he could find, searching out anybody he could call friend or acquaintance, anyone who either owed him a favor or might be willing to sell him information. He’d even been so bold as to try to strong-arm his way into Lorca’s headquarters, but the watch dragged him off.
He still didn’t believe the claims of Lorca’s gangsters that their boss wasn’t around. It had taken Lieutenant Trask’s observation that if he let himself get killed by syndicate thugs he’d never find Taryn to quiet Rutger down. When the watch turned him loose, Trask promised to contact him with whatever information they could turn up. He’d agreed to send word that evening to the Ten Kings. 
From his shadowy corner, Rutger stared across the miserable little tavern with its grubby appointments and grubbier clientele. He looked over to the table he had been sharing with Taryn when Marko crept back into their lives with another of his slippery schemes. She’d wanted nothing to do with the thief and even less to do with whatever plan the treacherous weasel had been brewing in his twisted brain. If not for Rutger himself, Taryn would never have become entangled in the chain of events that had led to her death.
Rutger took another pull from the chipped clay cup, hissing in pain as the rum burned its way to his belly. All his fault, from the very start. Why had they been desperate enough to even listen to Marko? Because Rex had gone berserk and torn up an entire street. Why had the warjack gone crazy? Because Rutger thought he could keep the ’jack’s cortex intact and unfazed even after the machine had been in the service of Ariztid Olt, because he didn’t want to lose the experience and initiative of a veteran cortex. After the machine had wreaked havoc, the wanted posters started. There again Rutger’s presence made things worse. The watch’s reward was small enough that it would attract only desperate and inexperienced hunters. But because of who Rutger was, because of his past, one of the deadliest bounty killers in Caen was on their trail. Kalder would have had no interest at all if not for the chance to exact retribution on him.
That was why Taryn had agreed, despite her loathing and distrust of Marko. She’d seen the fear in Rutger’s eyes when he heard Kalder was looking for him. She knew the only way to help her friend was to make enough money to bribe the watch into rescinding the bounty and thereby stripping Kalder of his hunting license. 
It had been Rutger’s worry, his fight, not hers. That made it all the more painful for him to appreciate that he’d gotten Taryn into the events that followed. The Scrapyard, Vulger’s mansion, and that final, terrible fight over the channel. 
She’d appreciated the dangers of facing the Nightmare Empire better than he did, probably from the start. He was too principled to face reality with the severity it demanded. How many times had Taryn scolded him for bestowing their last half galleon on some poor beggar? How many times had she scolded him for what she called “charity work” simply because he sympathized with the aims and ambitions of an employer? And he would quip that perhaps he was naive, but he still clung to a faith in the powers of good over those of darkness. He told her that evil, no matter how strong, must ever be opposed with courage and determination.
Rutger smashed his fist against the table, clenching his teeth in impotent rage. Where was Trask? Every minute he wasted, Taryn was in the clutches of those fiends! The image of her plummeting to the channel blazed through his mind. And then that still more hideous memory of the octopus-like monster swooping down, catching her up in its metal coils.
He could see those tentacles wrapping about Taryn, tightening and tightening, crushing the breath from her, squeezing the life from her as it flitted across the sky. 
Rutger was looking down into his cup when the bat-wing doors of the Ten Kings swung open and a new customer walked into the tavern. He heard someone speak his name and glanced toward the bar to see who was asking Brandle about him.
It took only a heartbeat for the shock to overwhelm the depression, guilt, and anxiety filling Rutger’s head. The mercenary nearly fell back in his chair as he found himself looking upon a man whose face he’d never be able to forget. A man who was supposed to be dead. The bounty killer Kalder.
Rutger’s hand dropped to the hand cannon holstered at his side, fingers tightening about the grip. He listened as Kalder interrogated Brandle, trying to drag his whereabouts out of the keeper. Brandle, to his credit, was refusing to squeal on one of his patrons, though the man squirmed uncomfortably when Kalder said he’d been watching the Ten Kings and waiting for Rutger to come out. The bounty hunter emphasized his statement by glancing about the tavern.
“I don’t see a back door,” Kalder said, his gloved hand tightening about the front of Brandle’s apron, pulling the keeper halfway over the bar. “So I have to ask myself how he got out of here. Maybe there’s a secret door. Maybe we should look for it together.” The bounty hunter slammed Brandle’s head against the counter, then frowned at the dented wood. “Hmmm, not there,” he said. “I guess we’ll have to look someplace else.”
The fear Rutger had always held for this notorious hunter twisted itself into raw hate. If not for the threat of Kalder looking for him, they’d never have gone to the Scrapyard and become enmeshed in the struggle against Cryx. Taryn had said Kalder had been killed there. Rutger didn’t know how he’d survived, but he intended to fix that problem.
“Try looking over here,” Rutger said. His boot kicked one of the chairs out from his shadowy corner.
Kalder spun around, dragging Brandle over the bar and holding the keeper’s body between himself and the corner. The lowered ceiling forced him to duck down to see Rutger. The bounty hunter flinched when he saw the hand cannon aimed at him.
“I only came to talk, Shaw.” 
“Pick your last words with care then,” Rutger said.
Kalder smiled coldly. “I was told you’re looking for someone. I can help you find her.”
Rutger’s face pulled back into a hateful sneer. Taryn had been right again. Trask or somebody in Parvolo’s command was feeding information to the bounty hunter. The rat had told Kalder he’d be at the Ten Kings and why. The loathsomeness of such a cruel deception made his blood boil.
“That’s a low trick, even for bounty-hunting scum,” Rutger said. He was watching for even the slightest chance to fire at Kalder without hitting Brandle too. So far, the bounty hunter had been careful with his human shield, but there was always a chance he’d slip. 
Kalder’s eyes darted from side to side, taking in the Ten Kings’ other patrons. Accustomed to strife and violence, few of them had bothered to leave the tavern when trouble broke out. Several were even eying the bottles behind the bar, obviously wondering how much longer Brandle would be detained.
“You should hear me out, Shaw,” Kalder said. “Or are you more comfortable believing Taryn’s dead?” The words were like oil poured on the tiny ember of disbelief still burning inside Rutger. They filled his mind with a new horror, a new despair more awful than what he already felt. Taryn in the clutches of the Nightmare Empire, her body and soul polluted by their obscene necromancy and technology. Taryn, rising from death to serve Cryx as one of their undead abominations.
Still, he couldn’t forget that this was Kalder, a human vulture who would stoop to anything to claim his blood money. Even in the depths of his despair, could Rutger pin his hopes on a bounty hunter? 
“Sit down and talk,” said Rutger. He nodded his chin to the chair his kick had sent flying. “There’s your chair.”
“I’d prefer somewhere more discreet.” Kalder shook his head, but there was a cunning smile on his face. “Put the hand cannon away, Shaw.” The bounty hunter shoved Brandle to one side. “I don’t want to shoot you, and you don’t want to shoot me.
“Not if you want to see the woman again.”


Rutger followed the bounty hunter into an abandoned fish shop a few miles from the Ten Kings. The shop had been prosperous enough until it found itself in the middle of a turf war between High Captain Kilbride and his rival, Riordan. After the third time the proprietor was coerced into paying protection to a different gang and then had his shop vandalized by their counterparts, he no longer had the funds to eke out a living on Captain’s Isle. His neighbors said the poor fellow had gone to live among his suppliers on Crabbeggar Island.
The shop was in shambles; any salvageable furnishings had been looted months ago. What was left were a few piles of splintered wood that once might have been crates and a few strings of dried eel too tough for even the rats to gnaw on. As he stepped into the shop, Rutger brushed aside one of the hanging strands of desiccated eel, disturbing a cloud of flies.
He knew Kalder could be leading him into a trap. Rutger wasn’t so naive as to trust the bounty hunter. With a man of Kalder’s stripe, no treachery was off the table so long as it brought him closer to his blood money. At the same time, Rutger didn’t care overmuch what happened to him now. Not with Taryn gone. Let Kalder march him into a trap: he would meet it and survive or he would fall. But he would make sure the bounty hunter came with him on the dark journey to Urcaen.
The moan of creaking wood echoed loudly through the abandoned shop. Rutger didn’t turn at the sound but instead pointed his hand cannon squarely at the bounty killer’s belly. 
“A cat,” Kalder said, pointing toward the source of the sound. Rutger kept his eyes and the barrel of his gun trained on him. Kalder grimaced. “Is that necessary?”
“Yes,” Rutger said. He didn’t need to explain further. Kalder could read in Rutger’s eyes that it would take only the slightest provocation to make him fire.
“Listen to me,” Kalder said, carefully keeping his own hands well away from his pistols. “This isn’t necessary. I need you just as much as you need me.”
“So you keep saying.” Kalder’s hints that Taryn might be alive had set the mercenary wondering. He’d thought about how the Cryxian machines typically functioned when they weren’t operating under the orders of a guiding intelligence. The things would kill anything around them. The strange iron lich hadn’t done that. It had swooped in, caught Taryn, and flown away. The more Rutger thought about that, the more he believed the thing had been operating on instructions Azaam shouted to it before her plunge into the channel. Perhaps she had been controlling the creature after all.
Keeping his gun trained on the bounty hunter, Rutger waved his other hand at the room around them. “You wanted privacy, Kalder, you’ve got it. Say your piece and make it good.”
Kalder seated himself on the remains of a lobster cage and stared up at Rutger. “I know what you’re thinking, Shaw. I’m trying to trick you, trying to get that bounty on your head. I’m not, I assure you. I haven’t been interested in you at all. I’m after your friend. I have been from the start.”
Rutger wasn’t sure what he’d expected to hear, but this wasn’t it. His eyes went wide with surprise. 
Kalder laughed. “She didn’t tell you, did she? A vindictive harpy back in Llael is offering a fat little bounty for Taryn di la Rovissi.” He shook his head in disgust. “I caught her in the Scrapyard, but I waited around to finish you off after your fight. I know how sentimental you get and didn’t want to be looking over my shoulder all the way back.
“The Cryxians spoiled my game. Taryn got the drop on me and it was all I could do to keep from getting pulled apart by a thrall. I had another try at her at Volkenrath’s estate, but again the undead made things complicated.” He laughed when he noticed Rutger’s eyes widen again. “She didn’t tell you about that either?”
Rutger glared at Kalder. So that was why Taryn had been so tense and reclusive. That was why she’d refused to help Parvolo and why she’d tried to sneak away. She was worried Kalder would show up again. When she confessed to Rutger that she was scared, it wasn’t fear of the Cryx, or even fear for herself, but fear that if Rutger was around when the bounty hunter showed up again, he’d be killed.
“Don’t worry about what she did or didn’t tell me,” Rutger said. “Worry about what you’re going to say that’ll keep your head from being splashed across that wall.”
“I know where that thing took her after your fight over the channel,” Kalder said, smirking. “One of my informants saw it when it came to land.”
The news staggered Rutger. For an instant, his aim on the bounty hunter wavered. The hope that had been rekindled inside him wanted so desperately to embrace this information, to accept it. Rutger refused to let it take hold. He knew only too well the pain of cheated hope. He turned his gun back on Kalder and took a menacing step forward. 
“Alive?”
The smirk faded from Kalder’s face when he took stock of desperate, barely restrained fury boiling inside the mercenary. With exaggerated solemnity, Kalder shook his head. “My informant wasn’t close enough to tell. But does it matter? If the Cryxians have her, live or dead, can you resign her to such a fate?”
“Damn you,” Rutger hissed.
Kalder smiled. “I’m gambling that she’s still alive, Shaw. She’s worth a lot more to me alive than she is dead.”
“This informant of yours, can you be sure he’s telling you the truth?”
The bounty hunter laughed at the question. “People don’t lie to me. Not twice, anyway.”
Rutger could believe that. In Cygnar, Kalder had been infamous for his brutality and ruthlessness, a firm believer in the old adage that fear was the most powerful motivator a man could command. 
Rutger holstered his hand cannon. He’d reached a decision, one he felt he had no choice but to accept. If Kalder knew where Taryn had been taken, then there was nothing he could do except agree to whatever the bounty hunter demanded.
“You’ve explained why I need you,” Rutger said. “Now tell me why you need me.”
Kalder rose from the lobster cage and paced across the shop. “Your opinion of my abilities is gratifying, but even I’m not going to stick my head into a nest of Cryxians. Not alone. I’m practical enough to recognize when I need help.”
“Why me?” Rutger asked. 
The bounty hunter laughed. “Because you’re the one man I know who isn’t going to balk at the prospect of facing the horrors of Cryx. The list of people crazy enough to help me right now is a short one and you’re my best option. You’re not going to turn tail and run at the first sniff of a thrall or bonejack.” A cold gleam shone in Kalder’s eyes. “And, when things are finished, I know you won’t try to collect the bounty yourself.”
Rutger’s expression darkened. “What makes you think I’ll let you collect it?”
“Your word of honor,” Kalder said. “Most people, that wouldn’t mean anything, but I know you, Shaw. I know when you give your word, you keep it.”
Rutger shook his head. “Save her from Cryx just to turn her over to you?” He scoffed. “She’ll be just as dead.”
“At least she’ll only be dead,” Kalder pointed out. “That’s better than what the Cryxians will do. A damn sight better.” The bounty hunter shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe I won’t see things through to the other side. Maybe neither of us will.”
“And if we do? I’m supposed to just stand by and watch you ride off with Taryn tied across your saddle?”
The glint in Kalder’s eye hardened. “No. I don’t think either of us would like that. If we both survive after she’s been rescued, we’ll duel for her. My pistol against that artillery piece you carry.” Kalder laughed when he saw the reluctance on Rutger’s face. “Maybe you think you’ll get a better offer someplace else? I’d remind you that if she is alive, time is as much our enemy as the undead.”
It was despicable, bargaining over Taryn like she was a side of beef. The desire to grab Kalder and twist his head off was like a fire in Rutger’s veins. Only a bounty hunter could suggest such an abominable proposition. Only a man without any choice would agree to it.
“I want your word there’ll be no tricks. You deal fair by me until Taryn is safe.” Rutger’s eyes filled with hate. His face twisted with contempt. “Swear on the graves of your wife and child.”
Kalder smiled. “You have my word. No tricks until she is free. On the cherished memory of my family.”
The bounty hunter walked toward Rutger, offering his hand. Rutger snubbed him. “Just lead me to Taryn,” he growled.
“First we’ll need that warjack of yours,” Kalder said. “We need every edge we can get.” 


The stench of decayed flesh permeated the atmosphere within the underground chamber, stifling even the odor of burning necrotite and the coppery tang of spilled blood. The light of arcane lamps and tallow candles was turned a sickly hue by the Cryxlight that blazed from the soul furnaces of the undead machines. The same glow emanated from the soul cages dangling from Moritat’s belt as the necrotech scuttled about his sanctum, muttering to himself. The machine he labored upon was a giant of steel and bone. Entwined within its mesh of wire and sinew were pieces plundered from the hull of a Buccaneer and parts stolen from the bodies of a dozen men. Moritat grinned as he studied his handiwork, sometimes clucking to himself in an amused manner.
“It is a cruelty of the universe that the mortal mind is doomed to decay and dissolution just as it begins to understand, to truly understand, the patterns of the world around it.” Moritat used a set of tongs to pull a fleshy ribbon away from the machine’s armature. He raised it to the rotten stump of his nose and sniffed at it experimentally. Frowning, he tossed it aside. 
Chains clattered against stone as Lorca struggled in his bindings. Moritat had relocated his lair from the necrotite-filled grotto to the old Orgoth dungeon above it. He had proudly extolled the virtues of his new laboratory, the pits and cells that afforded such convenient storage of materials, the still-functional torture devices that promised such intriguing ways of breaking those materials down into their desired components. The half-effaced reliefs of grinning infernals glowering from the walls lent the place, in the necrotech’s opinion, a most delicious ambiance, an inspirational quality that set the mind wandering down new avenues of creativity.
For Lorca, the place was a charnel house of horrors. Corpses in every state of decay were piled about the chamber, awaiting the attentions of Moritat and Azaam. He’d seen for himself the atrocities visited upon the captives the Satyxis brought into the place, made all the more horrendous for his suspicion that the Cryxians had employed necromancy to keep the victims alive well after death should have ended their suffering. Once the screaming stopped—sometimes even before—Moritat would begin cutting out the portions of his victims he felt had a place in his new creation. Lorca didn’t want to think about that moment when the monster’s attentions would turn toward him.
“You still need me!” Lorca shouted, desperate to make himself heard, to drive home his point in Moritat’s crazed brain. “Even if they believe you’ve been destroyed, the Ordic Navy will still be watching every ship closely for even a hint of necromancy.”
Moritat busied himself removing the tendons from a human arm, inspecting each bit of tissue with a cloth measuring tape. “Thanks to the Dragonfather, we of Cryx needn’t fear such doom. Our minds expand beyond the paltry years of our fragile flesh. For us there is no tyranny of the grave, no slow slide into senility and decrepitude.”
Across the chamber, Azaam moved away from the stone table where the portions of her last victim lay strewn. The witch’s skin was coated in fresh blood, the fluid glistening with a sorcerous sheen as it was drawn into her wrinkled flesh. The blood hag had used the process to revivify herself for years, but each time the treatment was less successful than before. The effects lost potency and duration as her body acquired a natural tolerance to the enchantment. After the fight on the cable cars and the extent to which she’d been forced to draw upon her magic, Azaam’s vitality was a mere flicker. As she heard Moritat discussing the immortality of Toruk’s chosen servants, she stepped forward.
“You’ve promised to bestow the gift of longevity on me,” she said, bowing before the necrotech. “To remove the shadow of the grave from my flesh.”
Moritat stared at her with his putrid eyes, scrutinizing her as he might a peculiar insect. 
“I have served you loyally, master,” Azaam said, frightened by that cold, analytical stare. At times, lost in the depths of his many experiments, Moritat seemed to forget who she even was. She feared this was one of those times. When the necrotech looked away from her and back to the helljack he was assembling, she was certain of it. There was an alarming grin on Moritat’s grisly face, the amused smile of an idea Azaam didn’t want taking shape.
“The ship was destroyed,” Azaam said, just as if she hadn’t told Moritat the same thing hours before. “I ensured that there could be no doubt of a strong Cryxian presence. Caracalla deployed your Scuttlers against the raiders’ boat,” she added, referring to the amphibious bonejacks Moritat had crafted from his Helldivers. “They performed remarkably.” Something more primal than mere panic flared through Azaam when she saw the grin was still on Moritat’s face. 
She backed away from the necrotech, then dashed toward one of the cells, waving her clawed hand at the unconscious woman locked inside. “Look! I even brought you the mortal who dared harm you! She will make a most fitting subject for your experiments!”
Moritat scurried away from the helljack, his eyes glittering as he stared at Taryn’s sprawled figure. There was no vindictiveness or anger in the necrotech’s gaze. He was above malice or any other pettiness of emotion. He’d left that behind with his mortality. Still, as he looked at the woman he tried to estimate her dimensions. The tendons in her legs might be just about right for his purposes. 
Reluctantly, the necrotech shook his head. He waved a claw at the gruesome shade of the pistol wraith. The phantom was standing directly opposite the cell door, the ghostly embers of its eyes fixed on Taryn. Stuffed beneath the wraith’s gun belt were her magelocks. The ghost had maintained its vigil ever since Azaam and Caracalla brought Taryn into the dungeon, waiting for her to recover from the ordeal of her capture.
“I fear there is a prior claim on that one,” Moritat said. He scratched at his chin, scraping a furrow in the rotten flesh. “Still, perhaps when he is finished . . .” 
The necrotech smiled and looked again to Azaam. The witch felt like a piece of meat in a butcher’s shop under that ghoulish stare. 
Caracalla’s sudden agitation drew Moritat’s attention away from her. Ever since he brought his laboratory up into the dungeon, the necrotech’s creations had been behaving oddly. The bonejacks had proved so troublesome that he’d disassembled two of them and sent the others into the grotto below. Now the overseer was acting up, its arms and tentacles shifting and weaving madly about. The thing faded slowly into shadow as it drew upon its reserves of arcane energy, then gradually faded back into view as it dissipated those energies.
“The light burns with such fiery sound,” the leftmost skull clattered.
The right skull champed its jaws together. “It fills me with the cold chill of old tombs. Such delights to be found and savored, such treasures to be unearthed. Mortals are such fools to bury away all that is beauteous and sweet.”
The central skull continued what had become an unceasing moan, a wail that adopted a certain cadence and rhythm. Only a creature as ancient as Moritat recognized in that undulating groan the echoes of lute and mandolin, the shadows of songs long forgotten.
Moritat made no move to subdue Caracalla. He scurried over to the overseer, sank down on his spidery legs, and simply watched the machine’s antics like a child fascinated by a new puzzle.
Azaam backed away from the necrotech, leaving him to this new study. As she withdrew, Lorca called out to her.
“Your friend is insane. He won’t hear reason, but you’re not mad. Listen to me, you still need me. You’ll never get all this necrotite out of Five Fingers without my ships!”
The witch’s cold, mocking laugh was like a slap across Lorca’s face. “Who said we want to take it out?” she asked. “It serves us right where it is. Moritat has no intention of taking it anywhere.” 
Azaam’s smile became demonic as she savored Lorca’s mounting horror. “Moritat will conduct his experiments right here in Five Fingers. He’s going to build a necrofactorium in these old dungeons, right above the mine and right below the graveyard. Between all the materials he could ever need!”
Terror coursed through Lorca’s veins. Now he appreciated how completely his monstrous allies had deceived him. All the activity by the authorities, all the investigation and inspection by the navy and the watch, even the searches made by the high captains and their gangs, all of it would be wasted effort. There’d be no more ships from the Nightmare Empire. Moritat was simply digging in. With the inexhaustible patience of the undead, he could stay right where he was, conducting his experiments and assembling a ghastly arsenal for the lich lords. What did it matter if he had to wait a few years, even a few decades, for things to settle down and the authorities to be lulled back into complacency?
For the first time, Lorca understood the kind of creatures he’d been foolish enough to think he could exploit. And with that knowledge came a horror more profound than anything he’d believed possible. 





CHAPTER X
A
cold wind blew across Hospice from the Bay of Stone, moaning through the disarray of grave markers and crypts that formed the Chatterstones. Even by day, there was a disquieting air of desolation about the place that went far beyond the solemnity of death. It was the clammy, uncanny touch of the unknown and the unknowable, of malignant forces that could never be propitiated, merely contained.
Rutger felt that eerie sense of wrongness as a prickling of the hairs on his neck, an indefinable uneasiness that plucked at his mind. Even the hulking might of Rex striding beside him did little to comfort his agitation, much less the unpleasant companionship of Kalder.
Their guide, a scruffy-looking Radiz with the crust of his last meal ground into his beard, stopped a hundred yards from a tall arch of black stone topped by a leering gargoyle. He pointed to the archway and the darkness beyond it. Without another word, the man hurried away, almost falling over himself in his eagerness to be quit of the graveyard. Rutger noted the man’s terror and felt a chill run down his own spine.
“I thought the Blackguard were old hands at this sort of thing,” Rutger said, more to break the oppressive silence than anything else.
“They try to put ghosts to rest and contain the risen who stray out from their graves,” Kalder said. “Fighting the horrors of Cryx is more than a little out of their line. We’re lucky he brought us this far.”
Rutger shrugged. The guide, Kalder’s informant, was the one who’d seen the iron lich go to ground. He’d watched it creep down among these tombs with Taryn still in its clutches. On their way to the Chatterstones, the Blackguard had made the place sound incredibly vast, but from what he could see, it was only a moderately sized graveyard, certainly much smaller than would be expected for a city the size of Five Fingers. He told Kalder as much.
“Real estate is too valuable even in Coveward Bourg to squander on graves,” Kalder said. “Anybody who can afford it sends their dead out on mortuary ships to be dumped in the bay. Still, there’s a lot who can’t. Especially on Hospice. For them, it’s the Chatterstones.” The bounty hunter jabbed his thumb at the ground beneath them. “They expanded it after the Beggar’s Plague. Miles of catacombs snaking away beneath Hospice. Crypts dug out from the rock, old caves used by the Orgoth, tombs hollowed out by the river. Make no mistake, a man gets lost in the Chatterstones, he’s apt to stay lost.” Kalder nodded toward the archway. “You can be thankful my man showed us which entrance the lich machine used. Our chances of tracking it down are slim enough, but without that advantage, they’d be none at all.” He looked from the archway to Rex. “You figure the ’jack can fit down there?”
“If the iron lich could navigate those tunnels, Rex can do it too,” Rutger said, trying to sound more confident than he felt. He’d heard too many stories about the unnatural powers Cryx endowed its ’jacks with to be absolutely sure of anything.
Kalder took Rutger at his word. The bounty hunter checked each of his pistols to be certain they were primed and ready. “When we get down there, keep up with me and have the ’jack follow behind.”
“How far behind?” 
“At about two hundred yards,” Kalder said. “We want him close, but not so close the noise of his engine warns the Cryxians that we’re there.”
Rutger nodded. It was Kalder’s plan that they should scout ahead of Rex and reconnoiter the monsters’ lair. Once they saw how things were situated, they would decide how best to proceed. If Taryn was alive, neither of them wanted to risk getting her killed by charging in blind.
Rutger let Kalder lead the way, watching as the bounty hunter passed beneath the arch and started his descent into the darkness below. Rutger turned to Rex, gave the Toro its commands, and plunged into the stygian gloom.


For what seemed like hours, Rutger followed Kalder through the musty catacombs, with Rex in the rear. The darkness was like a living thing, wrapping itself about them in a clammy, serpentine embrace. The only light they risked came from a whale-oil lantern Kalder carried. A special hood confined its rays to a single beam. The bounty hunter worked the light carefully when they first descended the steps, soon discovering the scrapes the iron lich left behind as it drifted down the halls. Once he knew what to look for, Kalder was more judicious in his use of the light, employing it only when they reached a turn or a crossroads.
Against his better judgment, Rutger had to admit that Kalder’s presence was a blessing. Without the hunter’s skill for following a trail—his experience stalking prey—Rutger would have become hopelessly lost, condemned to wander the morbid darkness of the Chatterstones.
Several times, as they crept through the catacombs, the two heard strange rustlings and furtive stirrings, even above the low roar of Rex’s boiler. There was a sense that they were far from alone among the graves, that eyes, hostile and horrible, watched them from the shadows. Somehow, that these malignant watchers never stirred from the darkness or confronted them made Rutger still more uneasy. After all, the abominations they hunted were of such a terrible nature that even the ghostly denizens of the catacombs hesitated to cross their trail.
Eventually, after numberless twists and turns, Kalder motioned for a stop. They stood in the tunnel, Kalder’s head tilted to one side to listen. Rutger strained to hear over the sound of his warjack; when he finally heard the noise that had compelled Kalder to greater caution, he was impressed by the bounty hunter’s keen senses. It was faint, muffled, but distinctly the sound of voices. One seemed human; the other was a slobbering, necrotic sound. Rutger immediately thought of the horrendous necrotech, the creature he believed to be a warcaster as well as an undead monster. Behind both voices there sounded an eerie groan, a ghoulish cadence that seemed to whisper its way into their bones.
Kalder closed the latch on the lantern. Touching Rutger on the arm, he signaled the mercenary to wait. As their eyes adjusted to the perfect darkness, they became aware of a glow in the distance, a sickly green luminance far ahead that bore an uncomfortable resemblance to the balefire of the Nightmare Empire. The two men headed toward the light, following it through what looked to be a newly excavated cave and into a short tunnel. Soon, the tunnel opened into a much larger chamber, a place that exuded an atmosphere of ancient atrocity. Rutger didn’t need to be told that the vault-like room had once been employed by the barbaric Orgoth or that its function had been far from wholesome.
Rutger crept closer, following Kalder as he moved between the octagonal pillars supporting the roof of the vault. The decayed corpses heaped throughout the chamber had turned the air into a macabre fug. Loathsome candles crafted from corpse fat smoldered away among the bodies. The flickering flames cast their eerie shadows across the cadavers, endowing them with a gruesome semblance of motion that he prayed was mere illusion. The eerie groaning continued, but its source remained indeterminate.
Near one of the pillars, the source of the green glow stood. Rutger’s breath caught in his throat as he gazed on the thing. It was another Reaper, the same style of helljack as the one Rex had fought in Volkenrath’s mansion. This one, however, looked considerably bigger, at once both cruder in construction and more refined in design. He could recognize pieces from several steamjacks worked into its grisly mass. The harpoon fitted to its left arm seemed to have started out as the smokestack of a steam engine, while the immense chain fitted to it must have once been attached to an anchor. Instead of a spool of fused bone, the chain was coiled around a massive metal spike. The head was a cluster of bony horns, like some skeletal thornbush with blazing eyes. 
At the helljack’s feet, a sorry specimen groaned in misery. It took Rutger a moment to understand that the bloody, mutilated thing lying on the floor was Lorca, Volkenrath’s ambitious lieutenant. It seemed Parvolo was right. There was a connection between the gangster and the Cryxian incursion. If Lorca had been allied to the monsters and then tried to betray them, the fiends had certainly exacted retribution in horrific fashion. It looked as though something had opened the middle of Lorca’s arms from wrist to shoulder and then scooped out everything inside until only the bones were left.
The helljack, towering above the mangled gangster, was utterly oblivious to the man’s presence. The Reaper was rocking back and forth on its immense legs, swaying from side to side in an almost organic attitude of impatience. The blaze of its soul furnace tainted the air around it, causing it to ripple and shimmer like heat vapor. 
“There she is,” Kalder whispered.
Rutger turned away from the helljack, staring in the direction the bounty hunter pointed. What he saw sent his heart into his throat. Taryn was standing there in the middle of the dungeon, bloody and battered, her arms tied behind her back, but most important of all, alive. Such was Rutger’s joy at this, it took him a few seconds to appreciate exactly how precarious her life was at the moment.
Taryn was far from alone. Arrayed around her in a semicircle were at least a dozen risen, their foreheads gouged with gory runes, their dead eyes looking like pools of blood. Near the animated corpses stood the blood hag. Her knives lay tucked beneath the sash about her waist. Instead, she held what Rutger instantly recognized as one of Taryn’s magelocks. The witch was slowly loading the weapon, sometimes hesitating in the task to direct a worried glance over her shoulder.
The necrotech squatted on its mechanikal legs, an expression of profound interest stretched across its decayed face. The creature’s hands were folded across its bloated belly, fingertips tapping against one another as it contemplated the situation.
“What if she attacks you?” the witch said. She closed the breech of Taryn’s magelock. 
The necrotech frowned slightly, as though the possibility hadn’t occurred to it. After a brief pause, it shrugged. “One must accept some measure of risk in any experiment. But I don’t think the subject will cheat our friend. There’s no mistake about what he will be shooting at,” it added with a slobbering laugh.
Rutger’s blood turned to ice when he saw the thing Moritat was referring to. Standing about two dozen yards from Taryn, arms folded across its skeletal chest, was a fleshless apparition dressed in antiquated costume. The light burning deep in the sockets of the ghost’s skull held a dreadful sense of purpose and malignance, something more willful than the glow in the rotten eyes of the risen or the smoldering optics of the helljack. The huge pistols holstered at the phantom’s sides left no question in Rutger’s mind what the thing was: a pistol wraith, one of the undead gunfighters that haunted the back roads of Llael searching for living pistoleers to test their murderous ability.
The tableau was explained in an instant. Taryn was going to be forced to duel the pistol wraith. That was the “experiment” that had excited the necrotech’s fascination. 
“We have to get her out of there,” Rutger hissed to Kalder. “She’s good, but nobody can outdraw a ghost.”
Kalder nodded in agreement. “Slip back and send Rex up. We’ll use the ’jack as a distraction.”
Rutger had just begun to turn back toward the tunnel when disaster struck. A patch of darkness near the two men, a shadowy blot that seemed devoid of solidity and substance, suddenly disgorged the necromechanikal horror that had captured Taryn. The metal tentacles of the iron lich flailed against the floor, its three arms clawed at the air around it, and the tip of its metal spine stabbed again and again at the ground. The leering skulls set into the thing’s side, the fleshless faces of the men fused into the machine’s unholy construction, glared banefully at the mortals it had discovered. 
“What interesting flesh,” the left skull said. “Distilling souls from meat is always such unique entertainment.”
“They walk right to me, like flies into the spider’s web,” the right skull cackled. “Yes, I must be careful not to kill these too quickly.”
The ceaseless groan of the central skull ended in a shriek of alarm that scratched its way through the dungeon.
Rutger leveled his hand cannon and fired. His shot obliterated one of the skulls. Gunfire barked from beside him as Kalder added to the barrage, striking the other two skulls. Shards of bone and fiery ichor dripped from the iron lich’s injuries. For a moment, it surged toward them. Then the ruined skulls collapsed in upon themselves, disintegrating as the forces maintaining their animation deserted the machine, fleeing in a shimmering stream of shrieking energy. The iron lich’s body drifted back, directionless. It crashed into one of the pillars, then settled against the floor where it writhed and shuddered like some huge metal snake.
The combined arms of mercenary and bounty killer had ended the direct malignance of the iron lich, but its warning wail had alerted everything in the dungeon to their presence. The hag’s bloodthirsty snarls as she ordered her risen to attack echoed through the ancient Orgoth prison. Rutger felt himself grow cold all over as the necrotech reared up on its spidery claws and turned toward the ghastly helljack. Arcane runes erupted around the warcaster and its machine. The necrotech had set its mind into communion with the Reaper.
The warcaster laughed and pointed a wizened claw at Rutger, then ordered the helljack to attack.
Beset from all sides, the two men prepared to meet the overwhelming might of their foes. Neither had any delusions about their chances. Their only aim was to inflict as much damage as they could before the Cryxians dragged them down. 
For Rutger, there was one other hope, a desperate prayer that Taryn would be able to escape in the confusion. 


Dragging Jackknife from its sheath, Rutger cleaved the first of the risen charging at him, bisecting it at the waist and casting its mangled carcass across the floor. The undead rushing behind the thing stumbled over the ruin of their companion. But before Rutger could close upon them, the Reaper’s harpoon came shrieking across the dungeon. The black-iron spear tore the back of the mercenary’s coat as it passed him. The chain unreeling behind it whipped across his legs, spilling him to the ground. There was a metallic groan as the chain retracted, dragging the harpoon back across the floor toward the monstrous helljack.
Rutger tried to bring his mechanikal sword slashing down against the chain, to sever the link between the Reaper and its weapon. As he scrambled to his feet, however, the risen clutched at him with their clawed hands, pulling him back down. The morbid fingers of the undead tore at his body, blackened nails snapping against the heavy armor he wore. The mummified husk of a face leered down at him. Its pestilent stench made him gag. The undead brought its face still nearer, its rotten teeth clacking together in ghoulish anticipation.
Before the risen could bite into him, it was suddenly flung through the air, impaled by the Reaper’s harpoon. Rutger kicked out at the other risen clawing at him, smashing skulls and snapping arms as he tried to scramble away. The steely groan of the chain echoed through the dungeon once more. Rutger just cleared the path of the thrashing risen spitted upon the harpoon as it was dragged across the ground. Several other undead weren’t so lucky, knocked flat as the chain pulled the creature through their crawling ranks.
The helljack’s eyes erupted with a hateful fire when it saw the risen spitted on its harpoon. It ripped the undead free of its weapon with the pneumatic spike fitted to its other arm, splattering the corpse across the floor. A low, bestial growl rumbled through the thing as it marched toward its intended prey.
The helljack took a few steps, then swung around with an enraged roar. The roar was met by the snarl of steam from Rex’s grill. The huge warjack came charging into the dungeon like an avalanche of iron, smoke billowing from its furnace, steam jetting from its pistons as lubricants vaporized in the intensity of the Toro’s furious rush. Risen were smashed into paste, their carcasses obliterated before Rex’s hurtling bulk. The witch, caught in the warjack’s path, started to evoke her magic. Crimson runes flickered around her, and her body started to assume a scarlet sheen. But before she could complete her spell, the claw of Rex’s foot struck her, tossing her through the air like a rag doll. The witch’s body slammed into the floor with an impact that bespoke broken bones and torn flesh.
Rex’s momentum was broken, however, when its foot slipped into one of the torture pits scattered about the dungeon floor. The Toro’s thunderous drive ended in a shriek of twisting metal as it tripped and crashed to the floor, steam hissing through its cracked hull.
Rutger shouted a warning to the ’jack, struggling to make his voice clear amid the din of battle. “Roll!” he told Rex, watching in alarm as the green glow of the warcaster’s magic flared about the helljack’s hull. The Reaper braced its clawed feet, thrust forward its left shoulder, and launched the harpoon at the fallen warjack.
Rutger’s intention was for Rex to dodge the harpoon. But if the warjack heard his command, it couldn’t obey. The spear slammed into the Toro’s shoulder, ripping through the armor plate and stabbing into the gears beneath. 
Then the chain was retracting as the helljack tried to recover its weapon. Rex’s massive hand closed around the retreating chain. For an instant, the scene stood frozen, and then the helljack took a stumbling step toward the fallen Toro. Instead of dragging the harpoon back, the chain was pulling the Reaper toward Rex. Exhibiting an almost living sense of panic, the helljack resisted the second stumbling step toward Rex. It brought its piston-driven spike downward, driving it into the floor to prevent its forward momentum.
The spiked arm groaned. For an instant, it seemed it must buckle under the strain being put upon it. Then the Reaper’s forward lurch straightened, and the chain began to reel itself back onto the spool.
Rex, still clutching the chain with its hand, was dragged free from the pit. In trying to pull the Toro within reach of its spike, the Reaper instead pulled Rex back onto its feet.
Rutger cut down one of the risen and shouted to Rex, ordering the warjack to tear the harpoon from its shoulder before the helljack could pull it any closer. Rex grabbed the length of black iron stabbed into its hull, rocking it back and forth to widen the wound. Once the hole was big enough, the pull of the chain ripped the harpoon free. The Reaper staggered at the unexpected slack, then yanked its spike from the floor. The rest of the chain drew itself back onto the spool, pulling the harpoon back into its launcher.
Again, the grisly runes of the necrotech’s magic rippled around the Reaper, arcane flames licking about the length of its harpoon as the necrotech’s sorcery empowered his creation. The ghastly machine howled and took several steps back, even as its eyes blazed hatefully at Rex. With a metal scream, the harpoon exploded once more from the Reaper’s left arm and hurtled toward Rex.


Kalder had discarded the two exhausted repeating pistols. A half dozen of the risen lay sprawled on the floor. As more of the undead came rushing at him, he drew the sword sheathed at his side and the third pistol holstered across his belly. Taking quick aim, he sent a bullet crashing through the rotten skull of one of the undead, splashing worms and brains across the creatures charging beside it. The undead didn’t falter, but continued their vicious advance. 
Kalder shifted the smoking pistol in his hand and fired at the first of the risen to close upon him. The creature’s jaw shattered. It lurched back from the impact. Before it could recover, the bounty hunter’s sword slashed across its belly, spilling its rotten entrails about its feet. 
The other undead came at him, their eyes filled with blood, fluid from the gory runes carved into their foreheads dripping down their faces. They attacked with an abominable vitality, pressing the bounty hunter back with clawed hands. When one of their clutching talons raked across his arm, the padded armor beneath Kalder’s coat was nearly shredded down to its quilt lining. Whatever magic the witch had endowed these corpses with, it had made their claws keen as razors. Kalder grimaced as he considered what damage they could inflict on unprotected flesh.
The risen pressed him back. His slashing blade and barking pistol held no terror for the animated dead. They absorbed the injuries he inflicted without a single cry of pain. Unless he dealt a crippling blow, something that broke bones or severed tendons, the risen persisted.
Kalder’s retreat brought his back against one of the pillars. Unable to withdraw any farther, he braced himself for the rush of his undead foes. The risen were hideous with the array of wounds they had suffered, their faces smashed by bullets, bony chests ripped open by his slashing sword. The bloody eyes glared at him with cold, alien loathing.
The crack of pistols broke the final charge. Two of the creatures pitched and fell, the tops of their heads blown off. Two more turned toward their new assailant, but before they could move they too were vanquished. Kalder pounced upon the last, beating it down with the butt of his pistol and severing its head with his blade.
The thrill of his miraculous escape turned sour when Kalder saw what had fired the shots that saved him. The pistol wraith stood watching, its tricorn hat pushed away from the hungry flames glowing in its eye sockets. The ghost wagged the barrel of its wraithlock at the bounty hunter, gesturing at the pistol in his hand.
Kalder’s breath froze in his lungs as he understood what it was the phantom wanted. It must have appreciated his marksmanship or the tenacity with which he’d tried to fight off the risen. Somehow, Kalder had aroused the pistol wraith’s interest. Now the thing stood there waiting, just as it had for Taryn, anxious to test its abilities against another gunfighter.
Kalder reloaded the spent gun, studying his undead adversary as he worked, taking in the antique character of its weapons and costume. An idea formed in his mind. The pistol wraith was an accomplished duelist that had doubtless gunned down many a rival both before and after its own death, but Kalder was gambling it hadn’t kept up with technology.
When the ghost had waited to match its skills against Taryn’s in Vulger’s mansion, its form seemed to flicker between a phantom mistiness and stark physicality. When it was completely ghostlike, Kalder’s bullets had passed through it with no more effect than shooting at a puff of smoke. Only Taryn’s enchanted bullets had dealt it any harm. But when the pistol wraith was ready to attack, it assumed a solidity that could be struck by mundane steel and lead. Only when it set itself to duel a mortal foe did the pistol wraith render itself vulnerable.
Midway through reloading his weapon, Kalder stood up. The pistol wraith wagged its gun at him angrily, silently demanding that he finish loading it. The bounty hunter made a show of reaching to his belt for a cartridge, watching to see if the ghost appeared more solid, more tangible than it had been, preparing itself in case he made a play for his gun. In a blur of motion, he thrust his left arm toward the ghost. The spring holster hidden in Kalder’s sleeve sent a small holdout pistol leaping into his hand. The instant it slid across his palm, he tightened his finger around the trigger.
The pistol wraith’s skull exploded as the bounty hunter’s bullet crashed through one of its eye sockets. The skeletal body buried beneath the creature’s archaic clothes crumbled in upon itself, collapsing where it stood. The wraithlocks clattered to the floor, their wooden stocks fragmenting, their metal barrels corroding now that the phantom’s essence no longer sustained them.
Kalder smiled coldly at the vanquished ghost. “You’re a victim of your time,” he told the pile of grave dust and moldering rags. “These days, the only honor in a gunfight is being the one that walks away.”


Through the haze of pain wracking his body, it dimly impressed itself upon Lorca’s brain that someone was attacking his Cryxian tormentors. The gangster would have laughed if Moritat had left more than a stub of tongue inside his mouth. The necrotech had been carving off bits and pieces of his onetime ally, fusing them into the morbid engine of his helljack. Tendons, muscles, even entire organs had been cut from his body, examined for their compatibility with the grisly machine. Many of the parts Moritat cut away hadn’t measured up to his inspection. These the necrotech had tossed aside like so much trash; they lay there now, strewn about Lorca.
That any spark of life remained in Lorca was owed to the necrotech’s magic. When he’d watched Moritat vivisect his other victims, Lorca assumed it was some perverse sadism that motivated him to keep them alive. Now he understood that Moritat’s own amusement had nothing to do with it. The necrotech used his magic to extend the lives of his victims for the pragmatic purpose of ensuring he had fresh, vital materials.
Lorca glared up as the spidery necrotech scurried near, watching as Moritat set his helljack against the intruders who had dared to attack him in his lair. The monster didn’t even deign to notice the tortured pile of meat writhing on the ground beside him. Drawing upon his sorcery, Moritat sent his mind leaping into the black-iron body of the Reaper, stirring its cortex. 
Lorca struggled to maintain some coherence, enough unity of thought to retain a toehold in the realm of sanity. He saw Rex charge at the Reaper, delighting in the warjack’s attack, remembering that this same ’jack had destroyed one of Moritat’s other Reapers. His excitement turned bitter when he saw Rex stumble in the torture pit. He sickened when he saw the Reaper’s harpoon impale the Toro and start to drag it across the floor. His spirits lifted again when Rex tore the harpoon from its body, leaving the immense spear to be dragged back to the helljack without him.
Now the Reaper was angling for a fresh attack, some ghastly enchantment glowing about the helljack’s harpoon. He could see Rutger shouting commands to his ’jack, trying to maneuver it so that it could avoid or slip past the coming attack. Both machines were designed for close-in fighting, but the Reaper depended upon inflicting the first blow, using the combination of its harpoon and spike to cripple an enemy before they could strike back. Under the strict command of an experienced operator, such tactics would serve the helljack well. Manipulated by the mind of a warcaster, it could adapt its tactics to meet the changing situation. Just now, Moritat had the thing falling back before Rex’s approach, angling around so it could strike from the Toro’s flank. Rutger was trying to match Moritat’s maneuvers, but without the fluidity of control enjoyed by a warcaster, it was a hopeless effort.
Lorca’s gaze focused on Moritat, watching the bloated necrotech as he made arcane gestures with his hands and uttered incantations with his decayed lips. Vengeance upon his tormentor was the only thought that kept the gangster from embracing the oblivion of madness. His arms and legs stripped raw by Azaam’s knives and Moritat’s tools, all he could do was flop and flail along the floor, undulating like some obscene worm. The spastic, frantic efforts inflicted their toll. Every foot he managed to crawl sent pain searing through the nerves Moritat had left inside him. His brain felt like an open wound by the time he’d crossed the few dozen feet between himself and the necrotech.
By a supreme effort, Lorca managed to lunge at Moritat. He thought he could sink his teeth into one of the hoses in the necrotech’s gut, harm him by biting through the line. Instead, his teeth clamped shut around the base of one of the soul cages hanging from Moritat’s belt. The dead weight of the gangster’s falling body snapped the chain fastening the spectral energy casing to the belt. It crashed to the floor and rolled away across the dungeon, still aglow with the grisly luminance of the souls trapped inside.
Moritat’s control over the Reaper was interrupted as the necrotech reacted to Lorca’s pathetic attack. Reaching down, he seized the mutilated gangster in his withered claws. Moritat pressed his talons into the man’s head and began to squeeze, clenching his hideous fingers until they punctured the bones of Lorca’s skull. The necrotech chuckled as blood and brain matter bubbled up from beneath his fingers.
Indeed, Moritat thought it was such a pleasurable sensation that he considered reanimating Lorca once he had some spare time so he could repeat the experience.
Almost absently, Moritat looked away from his victim to see what had become of the soul cage Lorca ripped free. A sharp gasp of alarm whistled through the necrotech’s decayed fangs. The glowing soul cage had rolled toward the helljack. Before he could reassert his control over the Reaper, the machine’s clawed foot came smashing down.
There was a spectral explosion as the loose soul cage was crushed flat beneath the helljack’s foot. The unleashed spiritual energies became a phantom tempest, wailing and shrieking as they boiled up around the Reaper. Armor plates, ridges of bone, iron spikes, and copper pipes were torn free, sent scything across the dungeon in a storm of shrapnel and debris. The disembodied screams took on a more vicious and hateful quality as they were sucked through the helljack’s scarred hull, drawn into the raging fires of its ghoulish cortex. As each enraged wisp and orb was drawn into its cortex, the Reaper seemed to swell and pulsate with new power, its damaged frame bristling with fierce potentialities. On top of the enhanced necrotite fueling it and the eerie harmonics of the Orgoth dungeon, the infusion of so much arcane power sent the helljack completely wild. Smoke still rising from where the spirits had savaged its body, it threw back its spiked head and howled like a beast unleashed. Its piston-driven spike gouged into a pillar beside it. The monster shuffled from side to side, eyes blazing with an unholy bloodlust, a primal need to kill. 
As the creature closest to the berserk Reaper, Moritat became its first victim. The machine shifted around and sprang at the necrotech, transfixing him upon the end of the spike. Like some fattened tick, Moritat hung from his own creation’s arm, blood and oil streaming from his pierced body. The helljack shook its arm, finally dislodging Moritat and tossing him across the chamber. The necrotech’s body struck the floor and then rolled for a few dozen feet before plummeting into one of the torture pits. 
There was a sickening sound of crunching bone and ripped flesh as Moritat’s bulk was impaled on the stakes that lined the bottom.


The moment the attack started, Taryn threw herself flat on the dungeon floor. The instincts she’d honed on the battlefields of Llael rose to the fore. When thrust into the middle of any fight, the first thing to do was get out of the way and take stock of the situation. 
She felt sick when she saw Rutger turning away from the wreckage of the iron lich, bracing himself to receive the attack of the hag and her risen. She had thought her friend safely out of trouble; instead he’d thrust his head right into the hornet’s nest. What was more, he’d brought Kalder with him. Taryn didn’t know what lies or threats had made Rutger ally himself with the vicious bounty killer, but whatever the agreement between them, she was at its center, and whatever the terms of their alliance, Kalder would breach them as soon as he didn’t need Rutger anymore. Even if by some miracle the mercenary fended off the Cryxians, he’d only earn himself a knife in the back.
Rolling across the floor, Taryn tried to find something, anything that might allow her to cut the leathery thongs binding her hands behind her back. A heap of splintered bone, debris from the necrotech’s morbid tinkering, offered the best prospect. She wriggled her body along the floor, pressed close against the wall, and used it to brace herself as she struggled onto her knees.
It was then that Rex came charging into the dungeon. The Toro barreled through risen, swatting them aside like so many corpse flies. It kicked the witch, hurling her through the air. The hag crashed to the floor near Taryn, and suddenly the gun mage saw a much better prospect than a piece of splintered bone to saw through her bindings. She knew only too well how sharp the Satyxis kept the blades.
Taryn tried to ignore the battle raging around her. Trussed as she was, she couldn’t help Rutger. She had to be free to do him any good. She crawled over to the witch. A broken rib protruded from her side, one arm wrenched beneath her. The knives were still thrust under the sash of her robe, and along with them Taryn’s confiscated magelocks. She smiled. She’d be able to help Rutger better than she’d imagined. But first she had to cut herself free.
She watched the witch for a moment, studying her for any trace of life. Then Taryn turned her back to the hag and started feeling along the sash for a knife hilt. Just as her fingers touched one of the blades, she felt a merciless pull at her hair. Her head jerked back so that her body was forced to arch at an agonizing angle. The witch’s bruised face glowered at her, her eyes blazing with violence. 
“Your blood,” she cackled. “Your blood to restore my strength!”
Taryn pushed against the floor with her feet, thrusting the back of her head into the crone’s nose. The witch shrieked. The clutching fingers released their grip on her hair as the witch wilted back to the floor, groaning in pain. She flailed blindly at the air around her with one of the knives. 
Then a chorus of piercing, unearthly shrieks roared through the dungeon. Taryn whipped about just in time to see the Reaper soaking up the spectral energies released from the smashed soul cage. Shrapnel from the helljack cut through the air, gouging across the floor and stabbing into walls and pillars. Taryn cringed as a jagged piece of debris came whistling past her nose and embedded itself in the pillar beside her. 
She scrambled over to the piece of iron, pressing her bound wrists against it. She tried not to think about the gruesome cords as she worked them across the sharp edge, tried to ignore what—or whom—they had once been a part of. Bit by bit, she sawed through the bindings.
“I will drain every drop from your veins and twist the dregs from your beating heart,” the witch snarled as she came hobbling toward Taryn. Her right arm hung limp at her side, and she dragged her left leg behind her. Blood oozed from the wound her shattered rib made. Her face was a gory ruin, the nose nothing but bleeding pulp. Yet for all her injuries, the hag still stalked forward, confident she had the upper hand. She held a crooked knife between her fingers, after all, and Taryn was still bound.
The witch realized her mistake when she drove the knife down toward Taryn’s face. The gun mage sprang, her bindings severed. She caught the hag’s wrist with one hand, arresting the descent of her knife. With her other, she grabbed the hag by her bony shoulder and slammed her face-first into the pillar. There was a meaty crunch as the sharp piece of iron embedded in the wall split the witch’s skull.
Taryn glared at the twitching corpse, then reached over and pulled the magelocks from beneath her sash.
“I think these belong to me,” she said. Turning away from the carcass, she made a quick inspection of the magelocks. One was loaded, the other empty. Briefly, she entertained the idea of looking for her cartridge belt, but the roar of metal crashing against metal convinced her there wasn’t time.
The witch might be dead, but the helljack was still on its feet and determined to demolish Rutger and Rex. 


Rex staggered under the impact of the helljack’s harpoon. Again, the warjack was dragged across the floor toward the Reaper’s murderous spike. At least the arcane energies Moritat had endowed it with had dissipated, vanished when the helljack threw its master into the torture pit. This time Rutger was determined that the Toro would hear him. Despite the danger posed by the rampaging Reaper, Rutger dashed toward Rex, shouting up at the massive ’jack.
“The pillar!” Rex turned its head and stared down at him. Rutger waved his arm at one of the pillars that supported the roof. “Wrap the chain around the pillar!” He made a rotating motion with his arm.
Rex was dragged another few yards toward the helljack. Then the Toro rushed forward, dodging around the intervening pillar. Using the pillar as a fulcrum, the warjack once again reversed the role of hunter and prey. The helljack screeched, flailing about as the chain snagged around the pillar. There was a groan of straining steel. Then smoke erupted from the spool built into the Reaper’s arm. The tension in the retracting chain fell slack as the spool failed completely. Coil after coil of the thick anchor chain unwound onto the floor.
“Rex!” Rutger shouted as he circled around the pillar. “Pull him in! Pull him in!”
The Toro voiced an angry growl, venting steam from its grill. It seized the slackened chain and began to pull it toward the pillar, hand over hand. 
The helljack shuddered when the slack was gone, and the chain suddenly tugged at it. Without the warcaster’s guidance, it was uncertain how to react to this strange experience. There was enough awareness in its cortex, however, to recognize and react to an enemy. The howling Reaper didn’t try to oppose the pull of the chain. Instead, it charged forward, lunging toward Rex.
“Behind the pillar!” Rutger shouted, then followed his own advice and darted behind the thick column. The helljack stabbed out with its spike but connected only with the column, gouging a chunk from its face. 
Rounding the pillar, Rex brought its fist smashing down into the helljack’s forearm, seeking to disable the piston-driven spike as it had on the smaller Reaper in Vulger’s mansion. The heavier armor of the larger helljack resisted Rex’s strike. The Reaper spun around with eerie speed and brought its spike slashing across Rex’s chest, crumpling the warjack’s armor.
Rex tried to pull away, but the chain held it fast. The helljack reared back, arching its arm so it could stab the spike into the Toro at full force. 
Just as the Reaper was about to slam its attack home, there was the sharp crack of gunfire and the tension in the chain was gone. Rex went stumbling back, beyond the reach of the spike thrusting at its chest. The helljack lurched in the opposite direction, fighting to maintain its balance. 
Taryn blew smoke from the barrel of her magelock, gratified that the corrosive shot had snapped the chain. She smiled at the look of relief on Rutger’s face, then shook her head. “One shot!” she shouted. “Make sure Rex doesn’t waste the reprieve.”
Rutger thumbed Jackknife’s activation stud. “Let’s finish him, Rex.” He waved the warjack toward the Reaper’s left, in the direction its disabled harpoon gun. To confront the Toro, the helljack would have to pivot. Rutger’s plan depended on it.
The helljack snarled as Rex came pounding after it. The Reaper rushed forward to meet the warjack, turning to bring its spike to bear as the Toro tried to flank it. Rutger brought Jackknife slashing down on the helljack midturn, raking the blade across its claws. The arcane energy of Jackknife’s runeplate shredded them. The gripping talon lost, its whole weight pivoted in the direction of its compromised foot, and the Reaper crashed onto its side.
Rex lunged at the fallen ’jack before it could try to rise. With its spike pinned beneath its own mass, the Reaper could only flail as Rex’s pounding fists ripped it apart.
Rutger watched the monster’s destruction, taking pride in his ’jack’s strength and determination. He almost didn’t hear Taryn when she came up beside him.
“‘Wrecks’ certainly lives up to its name,” she laughed.
He turned toward her, caught her in a crushing embrace. She tried to squirm free before he squeezed all the air from her. When he did finally release her, Rutger could only stare at her with a look of almost incredulous joy. “Next time you get dragged off by Cryxian horrors, don’t count on me to bail you out,” he said.
Taryn pointed a finger at him. “Next time I tell you we’re having nothing to do with Marko, you’re going to listen.”


“A touching scene, Shaw.”
The two mercenaries turned at the sound of Kalder’s voice. The bounty hunter stepped from behind a pillar. He must have used it for cover during Rex’s fight with the helljack. He had a pistol in each hand, one aimed at each of them.
“We even found her alive. There’s a certain wealthy dame in Laedry who will be very happy to hear that.” Kalder’s laugh was like wind across a gravestone. “I’ll be happy too, when I get the bonus she’ll pay for live delivery.”
Taryn glared at him. “I told you already, there’s nobody back there to pay you. I don’t suppose you’re willing to listen any more than you were in the Scrapyard.”
“Not with what the duchess is paying,” Kalder said. “Money speaks a lot louder than somebody begging for their life.” 
Rutger nodded at the two pistols. “I see you’re as good as your word.” The bounty hunter gave him a withering smile. “I have a certain amount of honor. I told you how we’d play this.”
Taryn arched an eyebrow when she heard that. She looked accusingly at Rutger. “What kind of deal did you make with him?”
“If we rescued you, I’d duel him to see—”
Taryn spun around, her magelock in hand, glaring at Kalder. “Rutger’s no gunfighter, but I imagine you knew that when you proposed your deal.”
“What good’s an advantage if you don’t take it?” Kalder said. He nodded his chin at the gun in her hand. “That one’s empty.” 
“Are you sure?” Taryn said. “I had two when they brought me down here.” As soon as she saw the twitch that pulled at Kalder’s mouth, she knew her bluff had worked.
Kalder shook his head. “The arrangement is between me and Shaw.” 
“But it’s my skin on the table. I don’t ask anybody to take my place.” She matched Kalder’s cold smile. “Either face me or walk out of here alone.”
“You know I can’t let you go,” the bounty hunter said. Taryn could tell he was still trying to study the magelock, to determine if it really was loaded.
“It’s the only thing you can do,” Rutger said. 
Taryn laughed. “No, he has another choice. He can square off against me. If he wins, he’ll just have to settle for skipping this bonus he thinks a dead woman is paying him.” She darted her eyes toward Rutger. “Get Rex. Between the two of you, I think we can keep things fair.”
Kalder glared at her. “I’m not using magic.” 
Rex came lumbering away from the junked helljack. Taryn enjoyed the way the bounty hunter squirmed when the ’jack’s optics glowered at him. “If it makes you nervous, I’ll hand the magelock to Rutger and use one of yours.”
A cunning gleam flashed through Kalder’s eyes. Flipping the pistols in his hands so that he held each by the barrel, he stepped forward and offered Taryn her choice. Studying every flicker of expression on the bounty hunter’s face, she took one of the weapons. The balance was good. The weight told her it was loaded. 
“Thank you,” she said, keeping her eyes on Kalder while handing off the magelock to Rutger. “I feel a little less naked with a loaded weapon in my hand.”
Kalder’s eyes narrowed. “Nice trick. When I get you where you’re going, maybe they’ll let me stick around to watch what happens.”
Slowly, Taryn tucked the borrowed pistol in her pants. Kalder made a show of doing the same with his, avoiding the convenience of the holsters on his belt. “Rutger, call it out,” she said. “We go on three.” 
She said it in a voice that made it clear there was no point in arguing. Things had gone too far for that. “One,” he called out in a voice far more steady than he felt. “Two . . .”
He never called out the last number. In a blur of motion, Taryn’s pistol was in her hand and the roar of gunfire boomed across the dungeon. Rutger gaped in disbelief as Kalder pitched to the floor, his pistol still tucked in his pants. “You shot early!” he shouted, disgust fighting with relief for mastery of his voice.
Taryn winced and clutched at her bleeding shoulder. “So did he.” She pointed at the holdout pistol in Kalder’s left hand, the bounty hunter’s last advantage. “He intended to shoot me with the hideaway, then gun you with the one in his belt. Probably taking the gamble that Rex wouldn’t know what to do if both of us were gone.”
“Of all the dirty . . .” Rutger shook his head. 
“It’s a vicious world,” Taryn agreed, “and the worst thing is you can’t spot all the monsters just by looking at them.”


Rutger let Taryn lean on him as he helped her from the old Orgoth dungeon. The wound in her shoulder wasn’t serious, but after her ordeal with the Cryxians, her strength was nearly spent. He knew just being out in the open air again, away from the necrotic stink of the Chatterstones, would improve her tremendously.
He wasn’t worried about finding the way back to the surface. Kalder had shown him the marks the iron lich left. He could follow the trail. Rutger was depending on the threat of Rex to keep any of the “normal” denizens of the graveyard at a distance.
“What’ll we do about that?” Taryn asked him, waving her hand at the dungeon they’d left behind and the Cryxian dead strewn about it.
“Tell the authorities,” Rutger said. “Captain Parvolo or the Church of Morrow. We’ve done more than our part. We can let them clean up the mess.”
Taryn laughed and shook her head. “That’s not what I meant. I’ve been wracking my brain trying to figure out an angle to make some money out of all this.”
“Come up with anything?” Rutger asked. He felt a shudder sweep through Taryn’s body.
“Yes,” she said, “





EPILOGUE
Pulling himself from the torture pit, Moritat probed the ugly holes the spikes had gouged into his flesh. The necrotech sniffed at the grimy filth dripping from several of the wounds. He’d have to start considering which pieces to remove and replace. It was fortunate he was in a place that presented so much fresh material to work with.
The monster’s spidery legs clattered across the dungeon floor as he flitted between piles of corpses and the risen’s mutilated remains. He didn’t even pause at Azaam’s body or the mangled ruin of Lorca. He tutted regretfully when he saw the wreckage of the helljack, castigating himself for not pushing his theories still further and making such an outcome impossible. He consoled himself that he’d know better next time.
Moritat clattered past the debris of his pistol wraith and stopped. A gasp oozed across his lips. He wagged a finger at the skeletal remains, as though warning them to stay where they were. The necrotech crossed the chamber and stared down at the body he’d noticed lying near the helljack. It was extremely fresh, but that was of less concern to Moritat than the array of holsters and pistols strapped to it. It had been a gunfighter or marksman of some sort. A kindred spirit to the pistol wraith.
Moritat clapped his withered hands together and uttered an impish laugh. He’d have to gather up the remains quickly, before the essences drained away. It would be an intriguing experiment. He’d fused the spirits of three necromancers to make his iron lich overseer. There was no reason why he couldn’t merge these other kindred energies into a more powerful union.
Yes, the more he thought about it, the more the idea appealed to Moritat. He’d set to it straight away. It might take some time to get any satisfactory results, but the necrotech had plenty of that.
Time was but a disease. Moritat had immunized himself ages ago.




GLOSSARY
ascendant: A saint-like individual who has followed in Morrow’s footsteps and ascended to serve his faith as beacons of enlightenment. Individual ascendants are frequently chosen as patrons by Morrowan worshipers.
Bellicose Island: The northernmost island of Five Fingers, commonly referred to as Bull Island. It is the most easily traversed of the islands and is connected to the Bold Shore of mainland Ord by a wide stone bridge.
Berck: The largest and wealthiest city in Ord, home port of the Ordic Royal Navy and House Mateu.
Blackguard: A group of rugged individuals who volunteer to keep vigil on the Chatterstones, a graveyard on Hospice Island of Five Fingers known to occasionally give rise to the restless dead, which emerge from its subterranean mass-burial crypts.
Blackstone Island: One of the two westernmost islands of Five Fingers, along with Headmost Island. It holds Blackstone Prison and the Blackstone Quarry.
blood hag: One of a group of elderly Satyxis who possess sorcerous power and who lead their culture’s most hallowed rites, such as sacrificing newborn males, initiating young girls in the harsh traditions of the Satyxis, and conducting the auguries by which they alter the fate of their people.
Bold Finger Channel: The northernmost channel of Five Fingers as part of the mouth of the Dragon’s Tongue River, running between Bellicose Island and the southern coast of mainland Ord.
Bolis, Scion: The patron of gamblers, smugglers, and fences. Bolis popularized gambling as a gateway to deeper vice and laid foundations for Five Fingers to become a haven of crime, manipulating both Cygnar and Ord to do so. He ascended in 271 AR.
bonejack: The general term for a Cryxian light warjack, notable for being particularly swift and nimble.
Buccaneer: An Ordic light warjack first used in 584 AR that is typically armed with a net and gaff hook and was designed to remain nimble and sure-footed even while moving along heaving ship decks.
Bull’s Island: See Bellicose Island.
burrow-mawg: An extremely aggressive nocturnal creature that resembles a cross between a badger and a large bat, with powerful jaws filled with dozens of sharp, serrated fangs.
Captain’s Island: The largest and most populous island of Five Fingers, holding the center of government as well as the office of the Lord Governor and the headquarters of the Fingers Watch.
Chaser Island: An island of Five Fingers noted for its markets, which sell produce and locally made goods such as tools and weapons forged on neighboring Bellows Island.
Chatterstones: A district of Five Fingers on Hospice Island, notable for a large mass graveyard created during a terrible plague. Undead sometimes emerge from this graveyard.
Church of Morrow: The organized religion of the god Morrow, the largest and most widespread faith in the Iron Kingdoms. This is the majority faith in the nations of Cygnar, Khador, Llael, and Ord. The Church of Morrow has considerable wealth and influence.
cortex: The highly arcane mechanikal device that gives a steamjack its limited intelligence. Over time cortexes can learn from experience and develop personality quirks.
Crabbeggar Island: A squalid island west of Crane Island, home to the less successful of Five Finger’s fishermen.
Cryx: An island kingdom of necromancers, undead, and pirates off the southwest coast of Immoren; also known as the Nightmare Empire. Cryx and its ruler, Toruk the Dragonfather, have no problem sacrificing their soldiers to set up a greater victory elsewhere.
Cryxlight: A yellow-green glow associated with the necrotic energies utilized by the forces of Cryx, also known as balefire.
Cygnar: A southern kingdom ruled by King Leto Raelthorne and bearing the Cygnus on its flag. Generally considered the most prosperous and technologically advanced of the Iron Kingdoms.
Deathripper: A bonejack, or Cryxian light warjack, built of black iron and steel fused with the skulls and fangs of blighted beasts and armed with powerful jaws. The bonejack has an arc node that enables it to serve as a conduit for the spells of its controller. First reported in 502 AR.
Devourer Wurm: An ancient and terrifying primal god of natural chaos, hunger, and predation described as the great ancient enemy of Menoth. Also called the Beast of Many Shapes, the Devourer is said to exist in every beast that hunts other living things as well as natural destructive phenomena such as lightning, earthquakes, floods, and wildfires. In some myths, the Wurm is seen as the male embodiment of nature, while Dhunia is the female embodiment. Viewed by Dhunian races as their divine father.
Dicer’s Isle:
See Doleth Island.
Doleth Island: The Five Fingers island where Scion Bolis achieved his dark ascension. Considerable funds were later spent to sanctify the island, and the Church of Morrow in Five Fingers was subsequently built there by royal decree. Despite these efforts the island is more commonly known as Dicer’s Isle or Bolis Isle.
Dragonfather/Dragon Lord:
See Toruk, Lord.
Five Fingers: An Ordic port city known for its gambling, criminal gangs, and smuggling trade, also known as the Port of Deceit. The city occupies the mouth of the Dragon’s Tongue River in the Bay of Stone where the river is split into five channels, or fingers, by the islands.
Fulmenus, Lich Lord: The lich lord of Cryx who oversees necromantic research, as one of the Dragonfather’s foremost experts on occult lore and esoteric experiments.
gobbers: A diminutive race of inquisitive, nimble, and entrepreneurial individuals that has adapted well to human cities. Most gobbers stand around three feet tall. Gobbers are known to have undeniable aptitude for mechanikal devices and alchemy.
gun mage: An arcanist capable of channeling arcane energy into rune shots fired from magelock pistols.
Helldiver: A bonejack with incredibly strong front claws it uses to burrow and drag itself through the earthand armed with shredding jaws. Origin date unknown.
helljack: The general term for a Cryxian heavy warjack, which arguably demonstrates greater autonomy than a regular warjacs and is inherently violent.
High Captains: The four principal leaders of the criminal underworld in Five Fingers; each is an individual of great wealth and influence with a reach beyond the city itself.
Hospice Island: The southernmost island of Five Fingers, a place with appalling living conditions that is crowded with the poor and sick. It is named for the makeshift hospitals erected during the Beggar’s Plague of 536 AR.
infernals/infernalism: The study and invocation of infernal entities, a reviled discipline classified as black magic within the Iron Kingdoms. Most infernalists are arcanists that have bargained for power from enigmatic beings called infernals who exist beyond Caen, beings who demand payment in living essence or preferably souls, including those captured from others. Very little is known about infernal society and these beings are considered extremely dangerous and intelligent.
’jack marshal: A person who has learned how to give precise verbal orders to a steamjack to direct it in labor or battle, sometimes called marshaling. This is a highly useful occupational skill, although it lacks the versatility or finesse afforded by the direct mental control of steamjacks exercised by a warcaster.
Khador: The northernmost of the Iron Kingdoms, formally renamed the Khadoran Empire early in 606 AR but still commonly called Khador. The Khadoran Empire is ruled by Empress Ayn Vanar.
King’s Finger Channel: The central channel of Five Fingers, running between Captain’s Island to the south and both Doleth Island and Chaser Island to the north.
lich lords: The twelve appointed generals and rulers of Cryx, powerful undead who answer only to Lord Toruk, the Dragonfather. The original lich lords were created from the pirate kings who ruled this island when Toruk arrived. Each lich lord is an extremely powerful and intelligent iron lich capable of controlling warjacks and wielding formidable necromancy.
Llael: Once the smallest and easternmost Iron Kingdom but largely conquered by 605 AR during the Llaelese War. Llael is presently divided between Khador, the Protectorate of Menoth, and the Llaelese Resistance.
Lord Governor: The appointed government official in the city of Five Fingers responsible for imposing Ordic law and ensuring the interests of the crown. His actual authority and influence is limited by the pervasive criminal interests in the city, and most of the populace consider him far less important than the high captains.
Lords District: The main residential district for the upper class in Five Fingers situated between the Dockgrav District and the High District and north of the Terraces District. The Fraternal Order of Wizardry maintains a lodge here.
magelock: The signature weapon of a gun mage. Only the costly and difficult-to-fabricate steel alloys of these weapons can withstand the arcane stresses created by rune shots.
Malathrax, Lich Lord: Lich lord of Cryx in charge of the nation’s information and intelligence gathering, managed through an extensive network of paid agents and informants, many of whom do not know for whom the are working.
Markus, Ascendant: The patron of soldiers and watchmen, Markus was an Ordic soldier who ascended in 305 AR after breaking the Siege of Midfast by defeating fourteen barbarian chieftains in a series of duels.
Mateu Merchant House: The most wealthy and powerful company in Ord, owned and operated by House Mateu, which is also a powerful political entity whose matriarch is a rival and enemy of King Baird Cathor II. This company has offices and interests in many cities in western Immoren as well as an outpost on the continent of Zu and is engaged in a longstanding and sometimes bloody trade war with Cygnar’s Mercarian League. See also Mercarian League.
mechanik: One who builds, maintains, and repairs mechanikal equipment such as steamjacks.
mechanika: The fusion of mechanical engineering and arcane science responsible for countless technological advances across western Immoren.
mechanithrall: A mindless, mechanically enhanced undead soldier of Cryx, inscribed with basic runes and animated by dark energies. Mechanithralls employ oversized hydraulically powered metal fists in battle.
Mercarian League: A wealthy and politically powerful merchant consortium headquartered in the Cygnaran city of Mercir but having branches in many cities across the Iron Kingdoms and an outpost on the continent of Zu. The Mercarian League has its own well-armed fleet and mercenaries and has been involved in a longstanding trade war with House Mateu of Ord. It owns a number of subsidiary companies. See also Mateu Merchant House.
Merywyn: The former capital of Llael, presently the most important industrial city held in the Khadoran-occupied territory, it also serves as headquarters for Khador’s occupation army in Llael.
Midlunder: The second-largest ethnic group in Cygnar, Midlunders often have dark skin and hair, thick features, and solid frames, although they are a diverse population blending many ancient ethnicities so there is considerable individual variance. They are most concentrated in northern Cygnar.
Morridane: The descendants of the ancient and ominous kingdom of Morrdh, Morridanes are a rustic people, most of them Cygnarans, who live throughout the Thurian and Midlunds regions but who are most numerous in the Thornwood.
Morrow: One of the Twins, brother to Thamar, and a god who was once mortal but who ascended to divinity by achieving enlightenment. Also known as the Prophet, Morrow is a benevolent god who emphasizes self-sacrifice, good works, and honorable behavior. See also Church of Morrow and Thamar.
necromancy: An ancient arcane art rooted in the study of the transition between life and death and certain energies inherent in both the soul and the bodies of the dead. Largely reviled as black magic and deemed illegal across most of western Immoren, the art is still practiced, most prominently by arcanists of Cryx as well as by many Thamarites. Necromancy is considered profane by both Morrowans and Menites as well as by several other religions.
necrotech: Both an arcane technology representing the fusion of mechanika and necromancy and the term for those who practice this black art. A necrotech is an undead mechanik and necromancer of Cryx versed in creating a variety of weapons and machines as well as repairing warjacks in battle or creating explosive scrap thralls from corpses and the remains of destroyed ’jacks. Necrotechs are responsible for much of Cryx’s war industry.
necrotite: A foul coal-like mineral found in places that have seen mass torture and death, where life energy has saturated the stones beneath the soil. Used to power Cryxian warjacks, it is functionally similar to coal but longer burning and more efficient. Not only the substance itself but also the fumes and residue it produces are highly toxic to all living things.
Nightmare Empire, the: Another term for the nation of Cryx.
ogrun: A large and physically powerful race renowned for great strength, honor, and loyalty. Most ogrun are citizens of Rhul, though they can be found throughout the Iron Kingdoms and are also present in the Scharde Islands serving Cryx.
Ord: The Iron Kingdom located on the western coast between Khador and Cygnar, largely neutral in the recent wars and seen as a haven for mercenary companies.
Orgoth: A fearsome race of men from an unknown continent to the west across the Meredius who invaded western Immoren and enslaved it for centuries. The Orgoth were driven from Immoren just over four hundred years ago.
Porpoise Isles: Two small islands at the western end of Five Fingers that serve little purpose other than to accommodate a trio of lighthouses.
Rhul/Rhulfolk: The northeastern dwarven nation bordering Khador, Llael, and Ios. Dwarves of Rhul, a tenacious and skilled race that has long traded with the nations of man, are referred to as Rhulfolk. Rhul is also home to a sizable population of ogrun who have fully integrated into Rhulic culture.
risen: The simplest type of undead thrall, risen only dimly perceive their surroundings and are driven by a hatred of the living.
Rivergrav: The busiest district in Five Fingers located on Captain’s Isle, where the majority of the riverboats coming down the Dragon’s Tongue River find berths.
runeplate: A vital core component of mechanika that consists of a special metal plate inscribed with permanent arcane glyphs to grant an item specific magical effects.
Satyxis: A horned, blighted race of the Scharde Islands that is entirely female, infamous for their blood magic and inventive cruelty.
Scavenger: A bonejack armed with snapping jaws and unusual in its ability to fly. Origin date unknown.
Scharde Islands: An island group southwest of Cygnar, named after the largest island, which has become the heart of Cryx. The Nightmare Empire claims the majority of the Scharde Islands and preys upon those few that remain contested.
scion: The antithesis of the saint-like ascendants of Morrow, the scions of Thamar have similarly transcended mortality by heeding their goddess’ teachings and seeking their own distinct paths of enlightenment.
Sirac, Dexar: The former head inquisitor of the Cygnaran Inquisition, responsible for uncovering the powerful, necromantic sword known as the Witchfire and returning it to the Iron Kingdoms after more than 1,600 years of abandonment in the ruins of Cryx’s Castle Moorcraig. He died in Corvis in 603 AR, killed by Alexia Ciannor wielding the Witchfire, at which time he was operating under the alias Vahn Oberen.
steamjack: A steam-powered mechanikal construct designed in a variety of configurations and sizes, used for both labor and warfare throughout the Iron Kingdoms, Cryx, and Rhul. Some machines referred to as such use power sources other than steam and are so are not technically steamjacks but are still referred to as such as a matter of custom.
Talon: A light warjack developed as a Cygnaran frontline machine and armed with a stun lance. Since being decommissioned Talons are now favored by some mercenary warcasters and ’jack marshals. Entered Cygnaran service in 522 AR and decommissioned in 579 AR.
Thamar: One of the Twins, sister to Morrow and a goddess who was once mortal but who ascended to divinity through occult study. Also known as the Dark Sister, Thamar is a widely despised god who emphasizes self-interest, self-empowerment, subversive acts, and freedom from the restraints of conventional morality.
thrall: An undead creature assembled from body parts that have been enchanted by laying glyphs of power on the bones and flesh. Thralls can vary widely in power but are not self-willed. Most thralls are mindless; the more advanced ones can emulate intelligence but have no goals or purpose except what they are given by their masters.
Thuria/Thurian: An ancient human kingdom conquered by Tordor centuries before the arrival of the Orgoth, presently a region divided between southern Ord and northwestern Cygnar. The former capital of Thuria is now Ceryl. The people of this region descended from ancestors of that kingdom refer to themselves as Thurian.
Tordor/Tordoran: An ancient human kingdom renowned before the Orgoth invasion for its great fleet. The descendants of these people are referred to as Tordorans, the majority culture of Ord. Families of noble bloodlines are High Tordorans and make up the most powerful land-owning nobility of that kingdom, including the royal line.
Toro: A versatile heavy warjack used by the Ordic Army, one of the few entirely of Ordic design and manufacture. It has no standard weapon loadout, although a single sword or hammer is most common. A limited number of Toros have been sold to mercenaries even though the warjack has not been decommissioned by Ord. Entered Ordic service in 586 AR.
Toruk, Lord: The dragon that is the evil and vastly powerful ruler of Cryx. Toruk is both the oldest known entity on Caen and the progenitor of all dragons. Also known as the Dragonfather and the Dragon Lord.
troll: A large, strong, and brutish creature possessing limited language and inclined toward violence motivated by hunger. Trolls are widely considered by humanity to be monsters, since trolls eat humans without hesitation. They are sometimes referred to as “full-blood trolls” to differentiate them from the trollkin, to whom they are distantly related.
trollkin: A hardy and intelligent race that live both in their own communities in the wilderness and within cities of man. Distantly related to the more savage and monstrous trolls, trollkin have a distinct appearance with colorful skin, usually blue in hue, and with quills instead of hair and rock-like calcified growths on various parts of their bodies. They possess a complex and rich culture, including their own written language. Most trollkin worship the goddess Dhunia.
Urcaen: A mysterious cosmological realm that is the spiritual counterpart of Caen. Most of the gods reside here, and this is also where most souls spend the afterlife. Urcaen is divided between protected divine domains and the hellish wilds stalked by the Devourer Wurm.
Wake Isles: Two small islands at the southeastern end of Five Fingers, considered a particularly dangerous region with a large population of Scharde.
Warcaster: An arcanist born with the ability to control steamjacks and connect to other mechanika with the power of the mind. With proper training warcasters become singular military assets and are among the greatest officers and soldiers of western Immoren, entrusted to command scores of troops and their own battlegroups of warjacks in the field. Acquiring and training warcasters is a high priority for any military force that employs warjacks.
warjack: A highly advanced and well-armed steamjack created or modified for war. Some warjacks use power sources other than steam and are not technically steamjacks but are still referred to as such as a matter of custom.
Wurm:
See Devourer Wurm.
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