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There was a time when Yog would have lit the candle with an act of Will.


Of course, there was also a time when she’d had her own teeth, walked without the assistance of a stick, and didn’t wake up four times a night to piss.


These days, she needed to conserve what power she had. Her gnarled fingers eased a lit taper through the open jaw of the centre skull. Inside, a fat tallow candle sat as if in a pool of its own hardened blood, melted and spilled over the past months. A bud of blue flame appeared at the end of the wick. Yog withdrew the taper and sat back as a sweaty, smoky smell filled her hut.


She extended her Will into the candle. The flame sputtered. Tallow bubbled and splashed within the skull. Lines of smoke escaped through square nail holes in the top of the cranium, giving the appearance of ethereal horns. A bit escaped to drip through the nose cavity like rivulets of hot snot. The image was appropriate, considering who was magically bound to this one.


This was the smallest of the three skulls arranged on the wooden table. Like most of Yog’s possessions, the skull was strapped into place. Strips of old leather crisscrossed the bone, securing it to her work desk.


Two other skulls bookended this one. The one on the left was slender, blackened by soot and ash. To the right was the largest of the three, broad and strong, with a layer of thickened bone over the brow. Each contained a matching candle, but Yog left them unlit for now.


Once the flame in the centre skull was burning steadily, Yog peered into the eye sockets, concentrating on the small blue glow. The walls of her home faded into shadow. She followed the flame out through the shadows of Deepwood and the marshes of the Boggins, to the town of Brightlodge, a town that appeared not so much planned as vomited onto an isle atop a waterfall, splattering bridges and buildings in every direction. The tower stretching out over the falls—Wendleglass Hall—looked as rickety as Yog herself.


She barely recognised this Albion, so different from the Old Kingdom. This was an Albion just beginning to crawl out of the darkness, like toads digging themselves out of the dirt after a long winter. It was a land where most people lived their entire lives without venturing more than a stone’s throw from their villages … mostly because venturing farther tended to bring a sudden and painful end to those lives. Often involving thrown stones.


How long had Yog hidden away from the world in her hut in Deepwood? And then word had begun to spread throughout the land: Heroes had returned to Albion.


Yog hadn’t believed the rumours at first. Heroes had been lost with the destruction of the Old Kingdom. Gone was the bloodline of men and women who could call lightning from the sky with an act of Will or wrestle a bear and win.


To the average man, Heroes were a foreign concept. Much like hygiene. Their return was as far-fetched a story as the one about the redcap with the enchanted, chicken-drawn sled who flew through the winter skies to sneak down people’s chimneys and set their stockings on fire. Preferably while the owners were still wearing them.


Yog looked beyond the blue candle flame onto the streets of Brightlodge, settling her awareness into the senses of a creature who crouched in an alley behind a half-full rain barrel, the same creature whose blood and hair were moulded into the candle. She had never used such measures in her prime, but the candle eased the strain on her Will, just as her stick did for her body.


The sounds and scents of the street filled Yog’s hut. A dog barked in the distance. The building to the left smelled like burnt bread. A breeze carried the stink of weeds and dying flowers. As for the creature itself, a redcap named Blue, his scent was enough to make Yog’s eyes water.


She felt the single drop of blood that tickled the side of Blue’s face. He wiped it on his sleeve, then reached up to adjust the filthy, pointed cap nailed to his skull. Two nails protruded from his brow like the antennae of an insect, while a third jutted from the back of his head.


Redcaps were a miserable, pathetic breed, but this one had shown himself to be surprisingly skilful. Skilful, that is, when he wasn’t distracted.


Blue plunged his hand into the rain barrel to retrieve a drowned mouse. He giggled to himself as he fitted the sodden corpse into the pouch of his slingshot and sneaked towards the mud-spattered road.


He drew back the mouse and aimed at a thick-built man arguing with a street vendor over a pair of cabbages. The mouse struck the back of the man’s head and dropped neatly down his collar. It was too waterlogged to do any real damage, but the man screamed like a balverine had fallen from the sky and crawled into his under-garments.


Blue giggled and vanished back into the shadows. He paused briefly to study the moon, as if contemplating how big a slingshot he would need to knock it out of the sky. Eventually, he sighed and tucked the slingshot back into the rags he wore for clothing.


“Stupid humans. Stupid town. Stupid dead cow. Stupid mistress, sendin’ Blue out to—”


“Hello, Blue,” Yog said, projecting her words directly into his skull.


Blue squealed and looked around furtively, as if terrified the shadows might lash out to punish him.


Yog enjoyed startling the redcap. It was one of the few pleasures she allowed herself these days. On a good day, she could make Blue soil himself. “Tell me of your progress.”


Blue jumped again, then pulled a skeletal finger on a leather thong from his shirt. The finger had come from the same redcap as the skull in Yog’s hut, another crutch to supplement her Will. He brought the finger to his lips and whispered, “Mistress?”


“Have you completed your task?”


“Alehouse. Dead mouse.” Blue tended to rhyme when he was anxious. Or manic. Or drunk. Or when he thought it would annoy her.


It was Blue who had brought her the first confirmation of the rumours, letting her know that Arthur Brutus Cadwallader Wendleglass, the self-proclaimed King of Brightlodge, had put out a call for the Heroes of Albion to gather in his little town.


For Yog, the news was like awakening from a dream. Emotions she had thought extinguished lifetimes ago flared hot once more. She might have thanked King Wendleglass personally … if the fool hadn’t managed to get himself killed by the White Lady in the midst of his own Festival of Flowers.


Wendleglass certainly threw a memorable party, but the man had been an idiot. Even a redcap knew better than to pick the White Lady’s roses.


“Show me,” she said.


Blue waited until nobody was looking in his direction, then scampered around the bakery and down a darkened street, crossing through Hightown in the general direction of Wendleglass Hall. Someone dumped a chamber pot into the street. Blue jumped, then scampered up the side of the building. He hung from one hand and used the other to pick his nose and flick a nugget at the woman’s back.


He scampered over the rooftops until he reached the back of a loud, raucous inn called the Cock and Bard. Shoulders hunched, he crept closer. One hand stretched towards the door, but it swung open before he touched it. Blue yelped and dived behind a pile of empty crates and refuse. He waited, a small slingshot in one hand, as a woman tossed scraps into the street.


Once the woman had gone, and a pair of dogs had emerged to fight over the scraps, Blue tugged open the door. He peered into a kitchen that stank of spilled beer and questionable meat. He pointed to a small wooden keg, the side of which bore a brand in the shape of a dead cow.


After all these centuries, Yog was still capable of surprise. “You did it.”


“Aye,” said Blue.


“The ale was properly prepared?”


Blue nodded, making the tip of his cap flop back and forth.


“You didn’t piss in it this time?”


He shook his head even harder.


“Or put frogs or snakes or anything else, living or dead, into the keg?”


“No bugs, no slugs!”


“Well done. Return to the library and rejoin the others before—” A woman in a stained apron stomped through the kitchen and froze when she spotted the redcap. Yog sighed. “—before you’re seen.”


The woman drew breath to scream, then hesitated. “Are you here to spend your coin? We serve the twenty-third best ale in Albion.”


Blue shook his head again.


“Oh. All right, then.” Now the woman screamed.


Blue jumped up and fished a snake skull packed with pebbles and dried mud from a pouch at his belt. He loaded his slingshot, aimed, and loosed the missile in one smooth motion. He missed the woman completely but struck the glass lantern hanging on the wall behind her. Blue whooped with delight as the lantern shattered, spraying flame and oil over the wall.


Bad enough Yog was stuck with a redcap serving as one of her three Riders. She had to pick one with a particular love of setting things on fire. It was a miracle Blue had gone two days in Brightlodge without setting the whole place ablaze.


Blue yanked the door shut and scampered away.


Yog extinguished the candle and rubbed her eyes. Blue had made sure the keg was delivered safely to the pub. The rest was as much Yog’s fault as anyone’s. She was the one who insisted he return to the pub so she could see for herself. She might have been better off ordering him to jump from the top of Wendleglass Hall.


Not for the first time, she cursed her fortune. The woods were full of creatures far more powerful and dangerous than a half-mad, bloodthirsty changeling. But her power wasn’t what it used to be, and her plans required a redcap, at least for now.


Assuming the pub didn’t burn to the ground, it wouldn’t be long before she confirmed the ale’s effect on the townspeople. Yog and her Riders would soon reclaim their former strength and glory, and Albion would cower at the mention of her name.


If all went well, perhaps she’d let Blue burn Brightlodge to the ground as a reward for his service.




Chapter 1


INGA


The new king, Cadwallader Wendleglass, son of the recently deceased King Arthur Brutus Cadwallader Wendleglass, reminded Inga of a blind puppy: clumsy, enthusiastic, and likely to charge headfirst into a wall if you let him run loose. As if stepping into his father’s shoes wasn’t enough, he had to do it with his dead father occasionally popping in to look over his shoulder.


Young King Wendleglass peered over a table with a map of Albion on it and beamed at the Heroes gathered in Wendleglass Hall. He took a deep breath, straightened his spine, and said, “I’ve spoken with Beckett the Seer, and I’m delighted to announce the imminent doom of Brightlodge.”


Silence.


Wendleglass blinked and reviewed the half sheet of crumpled parchment clutched in his hands. “Right. Um … sorry. Delighted, I mean to say, that we have Heroes to prevent our imminent doom.”


That was better. Inga glanced at her fellow Heroes. Some had come from as far north as the Deadlands. She’d never imagined meeting so many others who shared her determination to protect the people. Growing up, she hadn’t even known Heroes existed. To discover what she was, and that she wasn’t alone had made her as happy as a four-year-old in a field of mud puddles, as Old Mother Twostraps would say.


“Nimble John and his band of smugglers infest Brightlodge’s tunnels,” said Wendleglass. “A redcap sets our buildings ablaze in the night. Thankfully, we … I mean, the Heroes—”


“There were no redcap arsonists while I was alive!”


That last came from the spectral form of Brightlodge’s recently deceased ex-king. The ghost of Arthur Wendleglass had been popping up throughout Brightlodge since his death, moaning and wailing and making a right nuisance of himself, if truth be told.


Old King Wendleglass drifted forwards to slam his glowing fist onto the table. Onto and through. The ghost stared at the table, head cocked to one side. He was still getting used to being dead. “Nor smugglers,” he added. “In my day, I’d have outlawed doom, whether it be imminent, impending, or any other flavour!”


When nobody responded, his shoulders slumped and he retreated to the corner to glower.


“Yes. Well.” Young Wendleglass glanced at his notes. “Beckett says to take heed of his portents. Find the criminals who roam our streets, and they shall lead you … um … to the greater scourge!”


“Where’s Beckett run off to?” Inga called out. “What else can he tell us about this scourge?”


“He told me you’d ask.” The young king nodded. “Like myself, Beckett is utterly confident that the newly gathered Heroes of Brightlodge will defeat this threat. He reassured me that his decision to take a vacation far from Brightlodge, well out of range of any potential doom, was a complete coincidence. To that end … that is, as your king, I ask that you, um …” He bit his lip and looked around.


“Perhaps we ought to start by poking around the pub where that fire broke out?” Inga said. “Asking about to find out if anyone saw where that redcap ran off to?”


“Excellent suggestion, thank you, yes!” Young King Wendleglass pointed at three other Heroes, seemingly at random: Leech, a healer in cloak and mask; Rook, the Stranger from the north; and a bull-sized brawler named Jeremiah Tipple. “Perhaps these others can join you to assist with your poking and asking, and ensuring the safety of my … um, of our town.”


“Right,” said Tipple. “We’ll find the bastard who tried to burn my third favourite pub in Brightlodge.”


Leech’s birdlike plague mask tilted to one side. “Brightlodge only has three pubs.”


“Exactly.” Tipple’s grin was as boisterous as the slap he planted on Leech’s back. “And if Winter hadn’t shown up last night with her magic to help put out the flames, we’d be down to two. Can’t have that, can we?”


Old King Wendleglass followed them out the door. “Four Heroes? You’re kinging all wrong, son. I was never so overcautious. I’d have sent a single Hero to vanquish these minor villains.”


Young Wendleglass sighed and rubbed his brow. “Good luck, Heroes!”


* * *


Inga was still getting used to the sights and sounds of the big town, so different from the hills where she had grown up. Wendleglass Hall stretched out over the edge of the falls, as if it might take flight and soar among the clouds. Old stone pillars supported the bridge to the main isle, where the broad, stone-paved streets were decorated with brightly coloured signs and flags.


“Hello there.” She waved to a fellow selling pies in the shade of a Hightown barbershop. “My name’s Inga. Have you seen any smugglers about?”


The man shook his head and shoved a chicken potpie at the Heroes. “Fresh-baked this morning. Guaranteed beak-free!”


Someone screamed in the distance. The man jumped, nearly losing his pies.


Inga was already running, her armour and sword clanking with each step. Long before she discovered she was a Hero, Inga had learned to run towards the screams. She had grown up fighting the bullies who preyed on the weak, and as she grew older and stronger, fighting the monsters that preyed on … well, pretty much anyone they got their teeth and claws into.


Turning the corner brought her face-to-face with a runaway pig charging down the street. Men and women threw themselves out of the animal’s path. The ghostly king drifted into the street, pointed at the pig, and cried, “Stop, foul swine!”


The pig ignored the former sovereign.


It wasn’t as exciting a foe as Nimble John and his band of outlaws, but Inga knew damn well the damage a full-grown pig could do once it worked itself into a fit.


“I’ve got him,” said Rook, raising his crossbow.


“First off, that’s a she.” Inga stepped between the grizzled veteran and the charging sow. “Second, the poor thing’s obviously scared to death. You don’t have to shoot everything that looks at you funny, you know.”


“I don’t have to, no.” But he lowered his weapon and nodded at her to proceed.


Inga grabbed an apple from the fruit cart on the side of the road and hurled it up the street. The sow skidded to a halt. After a cautious sniff, she snatched it up and gulped half of the fruit in one bite.


Inga moved towards the animal, trying to minimise the noise of her armour. She hardly noticed the weight these days, any more than she did the enormous wood-and-brass shield strapped to her arm, but to a poor, frightened animal, she must be a terrifying sight.


“Where are you running to in such a hurry?” she asked. “Poor girl. You must be starving after all that fussing about.”


The pig snorted and lowered her head. Saliva bubbled from her mouth, and she made a popping sound with her jaw. Whatever had sent her racing through the streets of Brightlodge, she was riled up and ready to trample anything that got in her way. The sow was fully grown and probably weighed as much as Inga did.


“Rook, circle around behind her right flank,” said Inga. “Walk slowly towards her. Try to herd her my way.”


Rook’s snort sounded a lot like the sow’s, but he did as she instructed. He kept his crossbow ready as he approached.


“Everyone stay calm,” Inga called. “Tipple, find us some rope. Leech, take the left flank.”


The pig finished scarfing down the apple. Inga smiled and made an encouraging clicking noise with her tongue. The sow’s filthy black hoofs clopped against the street as it stepped closer, snuffling and sniffing.


“There you are!” A furious-looking man roughly the same size, build, and cleanliness as the sow stomped up the road, a heavy stick clutched in one hand. The pig emitted an ear-stabbing squeal and fled … directly towards Inga.


“What did you have to do that for?” Inga lowered her stance and met the sow head-on with her shield. It was like an ogre had flung a boulder at her, but Inga was the girl who had once knocked out a pain-maddened cow back home to stop it from trampling some village children. She could handle this.


Her boots skidded along the street. The sow pushed her into the fruit cart, which toppled over backwards. Inga shifted her angle and used her shield to shove the sow sideways, then lunged to grab one of the rear legs.


The squeals grew louder. The sow kicked and struggled to break free of her grip. They crashed onto the fruit cart, crushing its spilled contents into jelly, but Inga held tight. “Easy, girl. I won’t let anyone hurt you.”


Jeremiah Tipple cinched a rope around the sow’s neck and added his bulk and strength to Inga’s. The sow shrieked and convulsed one last time, then the fight seemed to drain out of her.


“Doesn’t look like much of a threat,” Tipple boomed. Whereas Rook was quiet and deadly, Jeremiah Tipple was loud, boisterous, and more often than not, intoxicated. But also deadly, in his own way. “Maybe we could put a hat on her head, call her a redcap, toss her in the stocks, and retire to the Cock and Bard?”


Inga stretched out her leg and hooked another apple with her foot, kicking it towards the sow. The animal snorted again but snatched the apple and began to chew.


“You’d need nails to make it convincing,” said Leech. “Redcaps don’t take chances when it comes to losing their caps. They believe the caps are magic and that a redcap without a hat becomes a deadcap.”


He looked to the others expectantly, and his shoulders sank when no laughter followed. The only reaction came from the sow, who shifted and kicked anxiously. Leech had that effect sometimes.


While not a large man, the plague mask Leech wore gave him an inhuman appearance. A leather cone covered his face like an oversized beak. Red-tinted glass lenses were worked into the leather above the beak, like the eyes of an enormous insect. The bulk of the mask was stuffed with straw, mint, and rose petals. The pleasant smell was a sharp contrast to the pouches and jars he carried about his person, filled with leeches and blood and all manner of nastiness. A broad-brimmed hat shaded his head, and a green cloak hung from his shoulders.


“Thanks for catching her,” called the man with the staff. His eyes widened. “You’re some of them Heroes, aren’t you?”


“Right you are,” Tipple said.


The man fumbled about his person. “The wife’s a big fan. Would you mind autographing Bacon for her?”


Inga’s ears were still ringing from the pig’s squeals. She reached down to scratch the animal’s bristly neck. “You named her Bacon?”


“That’s right. Named her after my dear departed mum.”


Inga glanced at Rook, who rolled his eyes. To the pig’s owner, she asked, “You want us to sign your pig?”


“If it wouldn’t be too much trouble.”


Leech was already dipping a quill into a bottle of indigo liquid. He drew an illegible scrawl over the pig’s rump. The fur caused the ink to smear and run, but the man didn’t seem to care. Leech passed the quill to Tipple.


“We’re supposed to be searching for outlaws and a redcap,” Inga said.


“The redcap?” Bacon’s owner scowled. “No good looking around here. The filthy thing busted the gate on my pen earlier this morning, then ran off. Killed three of my animals and set the trough on fire. I’ve been chasing pigs all morning.”


“Did you see where the redcap went?” asked Inga.


“Didn’t see it, but I heard it laughing and shrieking.” The man pointed eastward.


Brightlodge was spread out over a series of small, interconnected islands, most of which had only a few ways on or off. If they could corral the redcap, trap him on one of the smaller islands, they’d have a much easier time of it. “Thank you.”


“Wait, you haven’t signed Bacon yet!”


Inga snatched the quill and scribbled her name. The ghost of Old King Wendleglass crouched on the other side. It looked like he was trying to stamp the pig’s ear with his spectral signet ring. The pig shook her head in annoyance, and the dead king gave up, vanishing to wherever it was ghosts went when they weren’t following Heroes about.


“What about my cart?” A woman was straining to right the overturned fruit cart.


Inga hurried over to help. “We’re sorry about the mess. We didn’t mean to—”


“Who’s going to pay for all this?”


Tipple picked another apple off the ground, wiped it on his shirt, and flipped a coin to the woman. “Put the rest on the redcap’s tab.”


“Come on,” said Rook before the woman could argue further. “Before the trail grows cold.”


* * *


There was little risk of losing the redcap. It had apparently given up on secrecy, leaving a trail of destruction and chaos like a balverine in a glassware shop.


An old drunk showed them the mouse skull that had struck him in the ear. A pair of red-faced, dripping kids described how they had been snogging on the bridge when a hail of rocks knocked them into the water. A librarian pointed to the fresh urine stain on a tome he was carrying back from the bookbinder, and directed them towards the bridge to Library Island.


Across the bridge, Rook spotted the remains of the creature’s breakfast beside a drainage pipe where the island’s waste flowed into the water. Little remained but a scattering of bones and seagull feathers on the rocky slope beside the tunnel. Judging from the trail of well-gnawed bones, the redcap had continued to snack as it crawled into the sewer tunnels.


“Smells like the wrong end of an ogre in there,” said Tipple.


Leech was picking through the bones. He examined the seagull skull. With its beak, it looked distressingly like a miniature version of his plague mask. “Did you know bird bones are lighter than ours? They’re porous like cork, and—oh look, there’s still a bit of brain left in here!”


Inga strapped her shield to her back and hunched to peer into the tunnel.


“Oi, Ingadinger,” said Tipple. “Are you sure that overgrown slab of wood will fit through there?”


“Bulwark stays with me.” The enchanted shield had been her constant companion since the day she took it off a grave-robbing bandit in Pinescrub.


Even as she spoke, Bulwark stirred on her back. From the metal-bound wood came the shadowy shape of a hand, which twisted into an old-fashioned but obscene gesture, telling Jeremiah Tipple exactly what it thought of his suggestion.


“Same to you, shield!” Tipple returned the gesture with both hands.


Inga had felt oddly protective of the shield from the moment she touched it. It reminded her of a stray mutt, desperate for affection and unfailingly loyal. To judge from the way Bulwark lent her its power, it felt the same way about her.


She stepped cautiously into the tunnel. Bulwark’s edge scraped the loose brick overhead, bringing down a sprinkle of what she hoped was dirt. She kept her feet to the edges, where the flow was shallowest. It meant walking like she was straddling a saddle, but it kept her boots out of the worst of the muck.


“What’s this forecast of doom and downfall all about, do you think?” she asked as they walked.


“Disease,” Leech guessed. “A good plague could wipe out the whole town in less than a month.” He followed a little too close for Inga’s comfort. She could feel his feet and body brushing against hers. She didn’t think he was afraid. Leech would happily confront—or dissect—things that would send most people screaming. Nor was it a clumsy attempt to get his hands on her. She had seen him do this indiscriminately, to men and women alike. Leech simply didn’t notice other people’s space the way everyone else did.


Tipple shook his head. “You want a real disaster, I heard a rumour Les at the Cock and Bard’s started watering down the ale. Any day now, there’ll be rioting in the streets.”


“Don’t waste time with groundless guesswork,” Rook said firmly. “Be prepared, and focus on the job.”


Inga twisted around. “We’re going to need a torch pretty soon.”


Rook pulled a brand from his pack. The moss-slimed rock didn’t appear to bother him, and he gave no sign of noticing the smell of waste. Then again, you could probably set Rook’s beard on fire and carve his pet crossbow into toothpicks, and he wouldn’t so much as blink.


Oh, he’d kill you dead for the slight against his beard and his weapon, but he’d be utterly stone-faced when he was doing it.


Jeremiah Tipple, on the other hand, looked green as an unripe tomato as he squeezed his way into the sewer.


“You all right there, big guy?” asked Inga.


Tipple belched. “Let’s just get this over with.”


Rook brought his torch close to the wall. “Someone’s been here.”


“We knew that,” Tipple snapped. “That’s the whole point of us rooting around like sewer rats.”


“Not the redcap.” Rook pointed to fresh scratches on the bricks. They looked like random white marks to Inga.


“Cellar guards?” she guessed. Before his demise, Old King Wendleglass had assigned a group of town guards to patrol the tunnels beneath the islands, chasing off the occasional creatures who tried to breach the city from below and repairing any damage. A section of cleaner brick up ahead showed where one of the walls had recently been replaced.


“Smugglers. I learned their signs when I was patrolling with the Strangers.” Rook traced three parallel slashes with his finger. “They use them to mark their territory. This one’s a warning about the guards.”


“Do they tell you where a man could find a privy?” asked Tipple.


Rook ignored him.


“Smugglers, eh?” asked Inga. “Looks like the little mite’s leading us right to Nimble John’s band, just like Wendleglass said he would.”


For Inga, this was what being a Hero was all about. Chasing monsters in the darkness, wading through the muck to protect the people of Albion.


The tunnel split a short distance ahead. The left passage was broad and dry, while the right smelled like a swamp after the first spring thaw.


“Left,” said Leech. “Redcaps avoid the water when they can. Like cats.”


Tipple looked pointedly at the right tunnel. “You think that sludge qualifies as water?”


“Sure. From the smell, I’d say water mixed with faeces, urine, rotting food, algae, mildew”—he adjusted his mask and sniffed—“and just a hint of vomit. None of that matters to a redcap. They’re just worried it will wash the blood out of their headgear.”


That was good enough for Inga. She turned the corner and caught a glimpse of movement in the distance. Her body reacted automatically, raising her left arm as the filthy, hunchbacked creature with the pointed red cap drew back his slingshot.


Something sharp crashed into her forearm where Bulwark should have been. An animal skull fell into the dirt at her feet. Manic laughter echoed through the tunnel as the redcap scampered away.


“Get back here, you pointy-headed pimple!” Tipple roared. “If you’re gonna ambush someone, do it to her face, like a man!”


The tunnels here were larger than the sewer and better maintained, but Inga still felt like a bull in a barrel. She shifted Bulwark onto her arm in case the next missile was deadlier. There was just enough room for her to hold it at an angle across the front of her body.


“Easy,” said Rook. “Only a fool charges into the monster’s lair.”


Inga nodded. The ground was hard-packed dirt, which muffled the redcap’s retreating footsteps. The walls were made of irregularly cut stone. Thick timbers helped to support the ceiling. She kept bumping the overhead beams with her shield.


The redcap couldn’t have gone far. This was one of Brightlodge’s smallest islands, housing little more than the library tower. There might be a few underground storage rooms where he could hide, or perhaps another tunnel running to the foundations of the bridge, but little more.


She couldn’t help feeling sorry for the poor thing. Trapped underground, pursued by four armed Heroes. Did he realise how hopeless his situation was?


But he had started that fire, a fire that could have killed everyone in the tavern. Not to mention setting that sow free and all the other mischief he had caused. What if next time he attacked a child or an old woman? Worse, once he settled in to Brightlodge, would others follow like rats to a leaking grain sack?


Bulwark shifted of its own accord as she rounded the next corner. An arrow cracked against the wood. Inga glimpsed eight—no, nine—outlaws hunched behind an assortment of barrels and crates. She waved for the other Heroes to stop. The outlaws had been here for several days, judging from the rumpled blankets, discarded food, and remnants of an old cook fire. It looked like she had interrupted their breakfast.


Inga looked pointedly at the arrow on the ground. “I’m willing to pretend that didn’t happen.” She used the same tone her mother used to take with her when she came home covered in mud and blood. “Put down your weapons, and we can talk things out over some of that fish.”


“Forget the sewer fish,” Tipple called out. “What do they have to drink?”


A pair of chickens wandered aimlessly through the mess, searching for bugs. The redcap perched atop an empty cage, his manic smile displaying far too many teeth as he rocked from side to side.


“That redcap looks comfortable,” Inga said. “Is he with you?”


The man with the bow scowled. “Not by choice.”


“Nonsense.” Inga inched closer, ready to knock down anyone who so much as twitched. Bulwark’s surface rippled like the air over a sunbaked field as the shield gathered its power. “Granny Brody used to say even a fly can choose which cow pat to live on. Why hide away like animals in the darkness when you could fill your purses with honest work? Smithing or baking or—”


“Do we look like bakers to you, lady?” said another outlaw, this one nearly as large as Tipple. He picked up a small barrel and hurled it at her.


The barrel cracked against her shield, spilling fish and seawater onto the floor. The man scooped up a club and charged.


Inga drew her sword. “That was the wrong choice.”




Chapter 2


ROOK


Rook had begun assessing the outlaws the moment their arrow smacked into Inga’s shield. Only a single shot, suggesting a lone archer. He’d heard two distinct voices, plus the redcap, before all hell broke loose.


He jammed the end of his torch into a crack in the wall. “How many?”


“Nine.” This was followed by the distinctive sound of a heavy shield smashing a body to the ground. “Eight. Plus some chickens.”


Rook leaned around the corner and raised his weapon.


Your regular crossbow packed a decent punch, and probably would have been enough against this band of outlaws.


Rook preferred to carry more than enough. Much more.


That meant the Catsgut repeating crossbow: standard issue for the Strangers who patrolled the north. You could load multiple bolts into the oversized weapon. A series of weights and counterweights used the weapon’s own recoil to reset for the next shot. You lost a bit of accuracy, but you could empty a full magazine of bolts into your enemies in the time it took them to piss themselves. When you spent your days fighting hollow men freshly risen from the grave, not to mention the never-ending tide of other nasties, that Catsgut was a better friend than any man or woman.


Rook’s first three shots thudded into the outlaw’s chest. The man staggered back. He wasn’t dead, but he wouldn’t be doing much fighting with a punctured lung. The rest of the outlaws froze.


Amateurs. Rook took in the layout of the room in a single glance. Cracks of light from a shuttered lantern near the back illuminated the outlaws, plus the damn redcap. Three looked like your run-of-the-mill brawlers. Nothing special there. The fourth fellow could have been part giant.


“Dibs!” shouted Tipple as he charged into the melee, clocking the giant with a roundhouse punch that sent him staggering.


One of the outlaws swung a heavy club at Inga’s head. She raised her shield at the last second. The crack of the impact sounded solid enough to split a boulder, but it was the club that cracked. The outlaw stared dumbly at his broken weapon.


Rookie mistake. Inga punched the back of his hand. A blow to those bones would hurt under any circumstances, but the hilt of her sword gave the strike more than enough power to shatter the man’s hand.


Rook searched for his next target. The archer had fallen back to the rear of the room, along with a hunched man covered in feathers and chicken crap. Then there was that crone hiding in the shadows—or was that a bloke? Too hard to tell beneath the vines of greasy hair and the loose layers of clothing. She was holding a human leg bone, to which she had tied strings of glass beads and what looked like a mummified fish head.


From the look of her, she was either the magical firepower for this little band or else she was utterly loony. Possibly both. Rook didn’t care to find out which. He stepped out to get a clear shot past Inga and put half a dozen bolts into the crone’s chest and gut.


“Careful.” Inga lashed out with her sword. “I don’t want to spend the day picking your prickles out of my armour.”


Tipple scooped up two staves from a broken barrel on the floor. He broke them both over the giant’s head with a roar, then unleashed a storm of punches to the fellow’s gut and face. Rook kept moving, trying to line up another shot. The archer was his next priority.


Before he could squeeze the trigger, the hunchback shouted a command, and four of the wandering chickens flew into the brawl. Some sort of sharpened steel spurs glinted on their claws and beaks. Rook adjusted his aim and shot one out of the air. “What is it with Albion and all these damned chickens?”


The birdmaster pointed at Rook. “Spike, kill!”


A rooster charged. In addition to the metal spurs the others wore, this one had hammered metal plates around his body, with additional spikes along the back. The bloody bird had better armour than most warriors.


Rook got one shot off, but the bolt ricocheted off the rooster’s tiny helmet, then a chicken launched itself at Rook’s face. Hooked metal claws reached for his eyeballs. Rook twisted aside and punched the bird out of the air.


The rooster jumped onto Rook’s boot and drove the steel beak-spur into his lower leg.


“Bloody hell!” He reached for the rooster, but the spiked armour protected the neck and back. It looked like there were blades strapped to the wings, too. With the way the thing was flapping and fussing, there was no way to get a good enough hold to wring its neck.


“Hah!” said Tipple. “Rook made a friend!”


Rook stepped back and finished cocking his crossbow, then kicked hard enough to launch the rooster into the air. From the pain and the blood, he guessed those beak spikes were barbed, too. He pulled the trigger, and a spray of missiles buzzed through the air to find the gaps in the bird’s armour. It hit the ground and didn’t move.


Warmth pulsed through Rook’s leg, and the pain of his wound eased. He glanced down. The bleeding had stopped, and the skin scarred over as he watched. Behind him, Leech stood with his hands outstretched. Rook wasn’t sure exactly how the man was able to pull life from one body and transfer it into another, but it got the job done. He tested the leg and nodded his thanks to Leech.


An arrow whizzed past. Rook dropped to one knee, sighted between Tipple’s legs, and shot the birdmaster in the thigh.


“Oi!” Tipple shouted. “Mind the goods!”


“Mind your own goods,” Inga shot back.


He laughed. “Not in the middle of a fight, Ingaling!”


One of the outlaws staggered, pale and off balance, despite the lack of any visible injuries. That would be the source of whatever healing Leech had pumped into Rook’s leg. There was always a price to be paid, but sometimes it was nice to let someone else foot the bill. Tipple boxed the drained outlaw about the ears, and he dropped.


Rook stepped forwards to club a chicken off Inga’s back. Half the outlaws were down, and the rest looked to be losing their nerve. The archer had fled down the tunnel, and the birdmaster was limping after, howling and clutching his leg. No discipline at all. Rook shot him in the back.


Now, where had the bloody redcap run off to?


One of the remaining outlaws, a bulky man whose rags and mismatched scraps of armour appeared slightly newer than the rest, shouted, “Get back here, you worthless cowards. Don’t let them—”


Shadows lurched and danced as the redcap yanked the lantern from the wall and clubbed the outlaw on the head. The outlaw caught the redcap by the wrist and tried to wrench the lantern away, but the little beggar was tougher than he appeared. He kicked the outlaw square in the groin, then went right back to beating him about the head.


“I’m starting to like this fellow,” said Tipple.


Again and again, the redcap swung, sparks shooting from each impact as the lantern cracked and broke. Burning oil spread to the man’s hair, then to his tattered cape.


Screaming, the outlaw finally peeled his attacker loose and threw him aside. He tried to shove past Inga, presumably hoping to douse himself in the sewer beyond. A thrust of Inga’s blade put an end to the man’s worries.


With that, the fight was all but over. The outlaws—and chickens—were either dead or fled. Rook was tempted to chase after the ones who had escaped, but they had a head start and knew the terrain. Let them run. Men who panicked left a clearer trail.


“Not bad.” Routing a nest of outlaws from the sewers might not be the glamorous adventure most people imagined when they daydreamed about becoming Heroes, but it was all part of the job. Today, that job had been both quick and efficient. Some of his companions were a little short on experience, but they fought well.


“That was fun.” Tipple brushed his hands together and belched. “So much for death and doom and whatever.”


“Cockiness killed the cat,” said Rook.


Leech looked up from examining the corpses. “I thought it was curiosity.”


“That too.” Curiosity, cockiness, carelessness … cats didn’t survive long in the Deadlands.


For generations, the Strangers had guarded Albion against whatever the Deadlands to the north cared to throw at them. But you didn’t beat back the nightmares with enthusiasm or overconfidence; you did it with skill, a cool head, and a well-kept weapon.


Tipple was a tough old bastard. Looking at the bodies sprawled throughout the room, you couldn’t question the man’s effectiveness. And there was something to be said for raw, unbridled arse-kicking. But the man lacked the discipline Rook had grown used to among the Strangers.


“Right.” Rook pointed his crossbow at the redcap, who was gleefully laughing and jumping about, searching for more things to set on fire. “Where can we find Nimble John the outlaw, and what’s with this pending-doom nonsense?”


Inga put a hand on Rook’s arm. “He helped us.”


“Redcaps can’t tell one human being from another.” Tipple rubbed his eyes and looked around. “Wait, what were we talking about?”


“Inga’s right,” said Leech. “He spent the whole fight watching that particular outlaw, waiting for the chance to kill him.”


The redcap had begun singing to itself, a high-pitched rhyme about bones and stones. He grabbed a blanket and held it over the burning body of the outlaw until it caught fire, then dropped it and grabbed one of the dead chickens. Singing happily, he began plucking the chicken and tossing feathers onto the flames.


“You think he led us here deliberately?” asked Inga.


Rook’s nose wrinkled. The stench of burning plumage was enough to turn even his stomach. “What’s your story, redcap?”


The creature set the partially plucked bird on the fire, then scampered about, searching for additional fuel. Leech snatched a book out of his reach, and the redcap hissed in frustration.


“What is it?” asked Tipple.


Leech turned the pages. “Looks like someone’s diary. Oh, here’s a ‘To Do’ list dated last week.”




	Unload shipment from Grayrock.


	Find redcaps.


	Get paid.


	Buy beer and second pair of underwear.





He flipped to the last entry. “There’s a badly sketched map noting the location of the pubs—”


“Important information,” Tipple said solemnly. “When I first got to Brightlodge, I wasted an entire half hour finding the nearest pub!”


“—and a reminder to get out before Brightlodge is overrun,” Leech finished.


The others fell silent. Rook stepped sideways, keeping his crossbow pointed at the redcap. Something about this place gnawed at him like a hound with a fresh boar hoof. This wasn’t the first criminal lair he had cleared out, and for the most part, it was no different from any other: stolen goods, the smell of lousy cooking, unkempt bedrolls … most outlaws were sadly lacking in discipline.


He crouched to examine the empty cage near the back. Muddy feathers and bird crap littered the bottom. This was where the birdmaster had kept his killer chickens. But the bars of the cage were the width of Rook’s finger. That was overkill even for these birds.


The bars had corroded. One was broken loose at the bottom. It looked like it had been shoved out from the inside. A bit of red thread hung from the rust near the top.


The redcap went still, all of his attention on Rook. He found this sudden attentiveness far more disturbing than the redcap’s earlier madness.


The thread was stiff. Dry blood flaked away on Rook’s fingertips. He held it to the firelight, comparing the colour to the pointed hat drooping over the redcap’s nose. “They locked you up, too, did they? That’s why you killed that outlaw?”


The redcap didn’t move.


“‘Find redcaps,’” Inga said. “That’s what the book said. But what did they do with them once they found them?” She stepped closer. “He wasn’t locked up. He was coming to rescue his friends.”


“Redcaps don’t have friends,” said Tipple. “Not like us Heroes. Come ’ere and give Jeremiah Tipple a hug, you!”


While Inga evaded Tipple’s embrace, Rook used a knife to sift through the mess in the cage. He found a chipped tooth among the feathers and crap, along with several bloodstains on the floor. “How many, redcap?”


The redcap held up three fingers.


Rook looked at the cage. “That’s a tight fit. Especially squeezed in with the birds.”


The redcap shrugged and waved his fingers again, then jammed the middle one up his right nostril.


“He led us here,” said Inga. “He got our attention—”


“By trying to burn down the bloody pub,” Tipple interrupted.


“—and once we reached the tunnels, he left a trail even a blind dog could track.” Inga’s tone softened. “But you were too late to save them. What’s your name?”


Bloodshot yellow eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Blue.”


“Blue the redcap?” Tipple chuckled. “How’d you end up with a name like that?”


“Blue flames in the eyes,” said the redcap. “Always whisperin’ nasty lies.” He held a chicken feather over the small fire and stared, entranced, as it shrivelled and blackened.


“What happened to the rest of the redcaps?” asked Inga.


“Bones and stones. Stones and bones. Magic groans.”


Tipple threw up his arms. “Well, that explains everything.”


“Splintered bone makes a serviceable weapon.” Rook searched the ground. It didn’t take him long to find a broken chicken bone the length of his finger. The end was dark with blood, though it was impossible to say whether that blood belonged to the chicken or one of the outlaws. “So do rocks.”


Blue smiled and rocked back and forth, staring into the distance like he was reliving a pleasant memory.


“I’ve found the other redcaps,” Leech called.


They found him standing over three corpses, a short distance up the tunnel. Old blood darkened the ground. Leech had already unrolled a leather tool kit, and was using a pair of pliers to try to remove one of the nails securing the cap to a redcap’s skull. “I want to see if removing the hat causes any changes, postmortem.”


Rook studied the bodies. What was the profit in imprisoning redcaps in the first place? It wasn’t like you could ransom them back to their families, and keeping prisoners alive was a bigger headache than most people imagined. Especially nonhuman prisoners.


“Bones and stones and groans and crones,” Blue chanted.


The outlaws had cut the redcaps’ throats. Rook pinched the dirt between his fingers. The dark clumps crumbled under pressure. “There’s not enough blood.”


“How much do you need?” Tipple asked.


“No, he’s right,” said Leech. “Three bodies that size, we ought to be standing in enough blood to fill a bucket or two.”


Rook turned back to the redcap, his crossbow pointed not so subtly at the creature’s leg. “What did they want from you?”


“Give him a drink,” suggested Tipple. “Strong ale loosens tongues and morals both. And occasionally bladders.”


“Right, because what we need now is a drunk redcap,” said Inga.


Rook was tempted to just shoot the redcap and head out to track the rest of the outlaws, but experience and instinct both told him there was more going on here. The outlaws had slain redcaps, but this particular redcap hadn’t been a prisoner. Had he tricked the outlaws into trusting him, only to betray them?


“Blue, do you know why those humans wanted redcaps?” asked Inga.


Blue shook his head.


People said redcaps were cursed, transformed by changeling magic. In that instant, Rook could believe it. Blue looked almost human, confused and exhausted. And then his expression turned crafty, and any trace of humanity vanished. “Heroes helped Blue. Blue will help you.”


“What kind of help?” Rook asked warily.


Blue grinned, showing off crooked, green-stained teeth. “Help kill outlaws. Kill Nimble John. Kill everybody!”


Tipple nudged the burning outlaw with his toe. “I take it this ain’t Nimble John, then.”


“Nimble John? Ha!” Blue spat on the body. “That’s Ugly, Stupid Weaselface.”


“Who’s this one?” asked Tipple.


Blue glanced over. “Ugly, Stupid Dogarse.”


With an exasperated sigh, Rook grabbed a coil of rope from beside the cage. The instant he turned towards Blue, the redcap shrieked in dismay and tried to flee, but in his panic, he ran face-first into Inga’s shield. He bounced off and fell to the floor like he’d collided with a mountain.


While Blue groaned and clutched his bleeding nose, Rook tied a quick noose and looped it over the redcap’s head. He pulled it snug, then coiled the rest of the rope over his shoulder.


“How’s a twisted-up wreck like you going to help us?” asked Tipple.


Blue climbed to his feet. His eyes went round as plates. “Magic.”


“You can do magic?” Tipple folded his arms.


“Very strong Will,” Blue snapped. In his enthusiasm for killing, he seemed to have forgotten to rhyme. Rook hoped that lapse continued.


Tipple sniffed. “Very strong stench is more like it.”


“Watch, watch.” Blue tugged what looked like an old finger bone from beneath the rags of his shirt.


Rook tensed, and even Inga readied her weapon, but the redcap didn’t act like he was trying to fight or escape. He seemed excited, bouncing in place and muttering as he gripped the old finger in both hands.


Blue closed his eyes. His forehead wrinkled like a prune. A rotted prune, one that had sat in the mud for three days in the hot sun. Veins bulged beneath his skin, and his muscles trembled.


“Will, Will, can’t sit still.” Blue rocked faster and faster, his body taut with concentration. Rook rested his finger on the trigger of his weapon. This crossbow was as much a wife to him as any woman could be, and he knew precisely how far he could squeeze her trigger before she spat death from her maw. He brought the trigger to that razor-thin edge, until the slightest twitch would send a series of bolts into Blue’s throat. Any hint of attack, and Blue would be dead before he could blink.


Leech, Inga, and Tipple leaned closer. Blue raised the bony finger towards the ceiling. “Here it comes, ugly humans!”


At the end of Blue’s pronouncement, a thunderous fart echoed through the tunnel. Blue toppled forwards, as if the force of the expulsion had flung him to the ground. The others staggered back.


Rook kept Blue in his sights, which was difficult, given how badly his eyes were watering. By the old king’s ghost, he could taste the foulness in the air. “That was your ‘magic’?”
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