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Ammadhan of Nomlar stopped before the door to the Chamber of Probability and turned to his companions. His fellow Elders, gnomes of great age, even amongst their terribly long-lived kind, glowered back at him from the hallway, demand in their eyes.

And no hint they’d tolerate any excuse.

But Ammadhan was a stubborn sort. “I told you what I learned,” he told them. “Weeks ago, I told you what the Threads revealed to me.”

“And that vision made no sense,” the youngest of the Elders said. Gaddarn, like Ammadhan, was a practitioner of the weird science-sorceries the Nomlarans had perfected as the world of Reason had collapsed through the millennia of the Long Dark. But where Ammadhan’s was the art of the Diviner, Gaddarn was an Evoker, more at home with fireballs and rods that spat lighting.

“My work doesn’t always produce the clear-cut answers that blowing a hole in a wall does, old friend,” Ammadhan replied.

Chortles went through the tense group—save Gaddarn, who scowled through whiskers that look perpetually-singed, as though he’d just come from the magic forge where he spent so much of his time, crafting artifacts of hideous power. “And yet,” he snapped, “we must have them.”

“You cannot force clarity from that which does not have it,” Ammadhan replied. “The future is fluid, like the ocean, and just as vast. You’d have me attempt to interpret it by scooping out a single bucket and staring into it.”

“Then why do we bother with any of this?” Gaddarn spluttered, flinging an arm out at the door to the Chamber in exasperation. He turned to the tallest and oldest of their number. “We consult stars and charts and mummery” he clenched a fist before him “when we should be smelting weaponry!”

“Peace, Master Gaddarn,” the ancient gnome answered. Raeyvan, the Grand Elder of all Nomlar still had enough fire within him that the chilliness of his rasping voice triggered a wince from the other gnome. “We have need of all our tools, in these dark, dark times. Do we not?”

Ammadhan didn’t quite hide a smirk of satisfaction as Gaddarn bowed. “Of course, Teacher.” The cowed Evoker nevertheless flicked a glance at him and threw a parting shot. “Though even your pupil, Edisten, knew there’s a time for power, and then there’s a time for firepower.”

Edisten, Ammadhan thought with a surge of mingled fondness and regret. The young—well, young by gnomish standards—tinkerer and weaponsmith had known that, indeed. But though the pupil had abandoned the Diviner’s way in favor of the blast and racket of earthier methods, his respect for his tutor had never wavered.

It was sign of the fright of these gathered Elders that disrespect would be shown so openly.

Raeyvan turned his timeless gaze upon Ammadhan. It was said the old one had been present at the founding of Nomlar, when the gnomes first fled the cataclysms that ended the Age of Faerie and they took refuge apart from the Young Races. But he looked mortal enough, bent and wrinkled under a cap with a sagging peak. Maybe he just let the stories circulate because none were left alive who could dispute them.

“We’ve had no word,” he said. “The Feyan naval blockade has sealed everything south of the Corridor. No one gets through to Ranai—or leaves the city. And no word gets through” snowy eyebrows arched “by any other means. The crimson pall of the Bloody Hand obscures everything. We have no vision—save that which you have provided us.”

“Visions of the future!” Ammadhan replied. “Not of the present! The Threads of Probability attune to that which is already in motion, not that which is just happening.”

Raeyvan waved a liver-spotted hand with a moue of impatience. “You split hairs, Ammadhan, making distinctions where there are none! Yesterday is the past. This morning is the past, is it not? You would know if Ranai fell to the Fey at sunrise, would you not?”

Ammadhan scowled. They didn’t see. They wouldn’t see. The future gained weight, momentum the further it got from the actions that gave it birth. And, yes, it fractured, and one had to feel for those fragments of it that resonated most. With the Threads, he could play in time to the dissonance of the cosmos, strum until he found the harmony, the tune, the likeliest path of that which had not yet come.

But explaining that to the visibly scared Elders of Nomlar now wasn’t going to do him any good.

“We have no other way,” Raeyvan insisted. He glanced around at the other Elders, all nodding in agreement. “We have to have news. We must know if the Holy City of Ranai has fallen and—the Cosmos forbid it—the Bloody Hand has found that which they have sought for over a thousand years.”

“The Lost Name of their Bloody Handed god,” Ammadhan finished for him. “Locked, it is said, in the catacombs beneath the city.” He shook his head once. Had that happened there was no way they wouldn’t already all know it—the Apocalypse would be upon them, upon all of Aldair.

“We must know,” Raeyvan repeated.

Ammadhan sighed. In truth, he’d wanted to know, too, to play the Threads and listen to whether or not the key of the future’s song had changed. Since his last vision of Ranai, he’d dared not even enter the Chamber of Probability, feared what he might find, feared his action would somehow change the course of events.

Edisten, he recalled again, gone with the expedition to defend the city. Gone with his deadly trinkets and explosives and, of course, the arcane knowledge of the gnomes. Gone, thought Ammadhan, the lad who had been as close as a son to him as any of the childless, dying race of gnomes might have. Gone from any sight of mine.

“Very well. I will try.”

He turned, fished the great, heavy pewter key from his belt pouch, and inserted it into the lock in the hexagonal doorknob. It snicked as its teeth caught in the mechanism. He gripped with the other hand.

And the knob would not turn.

Frowning, Ammadhan struggled with it, felt a flush rise across his face. Someone snickered. He heard shuffling, heard Gaddarn curse under his breath. He leaned into it a little more, the fight with it becoming comical.

“By the Ages!” Gaddarn snarled and grabbed Ammadhan’s shoulder, turned him-halfway around to face him. The other gnome was half a head shorter and hissed up into his face, “This is what I’m saying! You trust the vision of gnome who can’t even find the right key to his workplace?” He shoved him back, even though he clung still to the knob. Kneeling he glared at the jammed key, one eye balefully wide as an eyebrow crooked up. “Did you do something to it, with your fumbling? Maybe bent it?”

“I didn’t do any—damn!”

Ammadhan yanked his hand free of the doorknob, shocked by a surge of heat from the ornate bronze. Suppressing another curse, he shook his stinging palm, blew on it. Red on the callous spoke of a burn. A sideways glance showed him the metal taking on a cherry glow.

Gaddarn was still scowling at it in a mix of irritation and confusion. “What on Aldair did you—”

CRACK!

A jet of fire slammed from the doorknob, blew the key straight out from its hole. Gaddarn’s forehead exploded in a spray of crimson and the gnome hurtled back against the corridor wall against him, ricocheted and dropped lifelessly to the floor. His wands and trinkets, jostled from their pockets in his bulky jacket, clattered down around his twitching form.

Ammadhan staggered back a step, flung by the horrific racket, stunned by horror. He felt oily greasiness on his face, couldn’t bring himself to think on what it was, splashed all over him. He retreated another step as shouting began behind him. Someone was lurching forward, towards poor Gaddarn. But smoke was seething out around the blasted knob, still dangling from the scorched, buckled door.

Red smoke...

“Get back,” Ammadhan started to say.

WHAM!!!

The door to the Chamber crashed open in an eruption of sparks and splinters. Ammadhan felt the impact of the wall behind more than the crimson blast. Then he struck the floor and everything shrank to a tiny pinprick for a moment, before rushing back with a cacophony of howls and footfalls and the whoom of flames. Still, he couldn’t quite move, bones howling with pain, blood in his mouth.

He could only gawk.

Fire of unnaturally deep red bloomed into the hallway from the burst portal to the Chamber of Probability. Smoke plumed from Gaddarn’s horridly quivering body as that heat fed upon him, a hideous, sickly-sweet stench choking the air. The blasted door smoldered, then dropped from heat-sagged hinges, struck the floor with a boom that seemed almost anticlimactic, but puffing the fires further down the hallway.

The fangs of its heat began to bite at Ammadhan’s legs and he overcame his jarred state, began to lobster crawl backwards. He hurt. Hands and back encountered a soft, struggling resistance. He turned and found one of the other Elders gasping for breath, covered in blood. But this one’s eyes flicked down the hall and widened with horror greater than his pain.

Ammadhan turned to find a figure of familiar nightmare stepping out from the Chamber, wreathed in the eldritch blaze. It stood taller than any gnome, any human, lithe and graceful in the way of the Fey. But there was no grace to the white robes, the pointed hood, the eyes blazing out of holes in the cloth with maniacal hate. There was no goodness to the handprint smeared across its breast, with what was assuredly fresh gore.

A Master of the Bloody Hand Cult had come—come right out of the Chamber of Probability.

“Little fools,” the hooded Fey cackled. “With your prying and scrying you give yourselves away! Did you think we had forgotten you, whose meddling across the Ages has caused us so much annoyance?”

A cry broke through the ringing in Ammadhan’s ears. He was jostled and kicked as the Elders surged forth. Rolled onto his side, he watched as Keyvik, the “electrician”, as he called himself, stepped up before the demonic intruder and pointed a coiled wand—itself connected to one of his weird contraptions at his belt and back. The air snapped as a snake of wild, blue-white light writhed down the hall at the cultist.

The Bloody Hand Master caught the artificial lightning bolt on its palm and sent it splintering, forking back at its caster. Keyvik’s wand exploded in his fist, blew his arm apart in shards of meat and bone. The gnome’s groan of shock and agony became a scream as a snapped wire touched him and fresh electricity arched out, slashing through him, flinging him down in flames, dancing across the hall to smite and send the others squalling back.

Ammadhan covered his head, held back his screeches of pain as the sparks bit him, too. Then all stilled. There was nothing but the cackling.

“Who is the Diviner amongst you?” the Master demanded in its hissing voice. “Who? I would have you know the future!”

Ammadhan forced himself to look up, look this devil in the face. If this was it, the Apocalypse, or just his own end, right here, amongst his kind, he would face it head-on. Grimacing against the grate of bones certainly broken, he got to hands and knees, glared with every flutter of defiance left to him.

“You’re no one’s future,” he rasped at the hooded fiend. “You’re a dead thing, clinging to a life that ended thousands of years ago.”

“Your Threads are broken, little Diviner,” the cultist replied. “Your contraptions are melted and scorched away.” Its face seemed to shift, its attention going to the rest of the Elders, cowering back down the hall. “The Bloody Handed One will no longer tolerate the snooping of Nomlar. You shrunken, crumpled deformities can leave the matters of the world to the Younger Races, now. Wait here, on this tiny rock, to die.”

“No.”

The Master stiffened, seemed amused. “No?”

“No.” Raeyvann stepped forth from the others, came up the hall slowly, both hands open and held up, palms out, facing the cultist. “Always it’s the same with you Bloody Hand wretches. It was so in the Early Days, when you were first driven into the shadows. And it appears nothing’s changed.”

“And what is that, little fool?”

Raeyvann smirked through his thin whiskers. “You always like to hear yourselves talk.”

Green light shafted from both Raeyvann’s palms, met at an angle before him, and blasted forth, down the hall as one, eye-scouring beam. The Bloody Hand Master flung up a palm in response, grunted as he caught the energy, grunted again as his palm flared green-white and the force of it began to push him backwards, heels slipping through Gaddarn’s mess.

This was sorcery, not the technology-enhanced half-measures of gnomish tinkering of the last couple thousand years. This was the raw power of Faerie, of another, long-dead time, dredged from that Other World and flung forth with the rage of one who’d seen it worked in its prime.

Perhaps the stories about Raeyvann were true.

But it didn’t matter. The Bloody Hand cultist grunted one more time, a bestial sound of a bestial being uncoiling itself from punishment. Knees locked, heels caught, and retreat stopped. The fiend leaned into the sizzling beam, green-white about his palm darkening in hue, slowly taking on an entirely different shade. A red one. And he started forward into a step, cackling, wheezing as that laughter grew high in pitch.

“Old tricks,” the Master shrieked, “from one trapped in an Old World!”

Raeyvann grimaced, began leaning into the contest, himself, but his arms shivering with the effort. He seemed to shrink before the sorcerous onslaught, driven down into the bent, gnomish form he was before the towering, fiery apparition of the cultist. Skin tightened over the bones of his face, like it’d tear open. Smoke purled off his sleeves as they slid back from chorded, reddening wrists.

A scream filled the corridor and it wasn’t clear if it came from magic or flesh.

And Ammadhan could only watch helplessly.

Or not.

Something glinted from the corner where wall met floor, something dropped, sent skittering when Gaddarn met his end. Ammadhan gasped and lunged for the object, scooped it up and held it before him.

Pistol, Edisten would have called it.

Ammadhan knew this very specimen, a gift the young gnome had presented Gaddarn—something of a joke, as the Evoker eschewed Edistern’s “modernism” every bit as much as he disdained Divining. But Gaddarn had learned its use, flattered despite himself. It had more of art to it than Edisten’s later efforts—which favored function over flash—a wheellock variety with scroll-carved stock and decorative brass lockplate.

And, by the look, very much loaded.

Thanking the Ages for Gaddarn’s carelessness, Ammadhan raised the pistol, aimed, and pulled the trigger. Pyrites spun, spewed a rooster tail of spark, and jolted the whole weapon as powder lit. Fire barked forth.

The Bloody Hand Master’s midsection exploded in gore that instantly crimsoned his robes. The sorcerous beam flew off, out of control, rebounded off the ceiling and blasted into the floor with a bone-punished crash. Blood, debris, and smoke darkened the air. The screaming cut out. The clatter of settling wreckage and a wet cough replaced it.

In the clearing haze, Ammadhan beheld the cultist struggling to remain upright, one hand gripping the wall, the other clenching the mauled-meat ruin of his gut. He convulsed, wheezed, and fresh red drooled out from under his crumpled hood. Words attempted to form from his gurgling.

“Old World...” Raeyvann muttered and held up his singed hand.

Green fire leapt out, slammed the cultist square in the sternum. The Fey twitched, gasped. Greenish fire puffed, limned the hole in his chest. Then a second blast slapped Ammadhan back, flinching away, as the smoldering body shattered with a fireball that sent rags of meat, bone-splinter, and robe up and down the corridor.

This final conflagration settled. A true silence filled the horrid aftermath. Only slowly, the endless ring-clamor in his hears subsiding, did Ammadhan start to have senses again. Moans filled the corridor behind him. Rubble shifted. Bodies did, too. The flames that had blazed so fiercely red an instant before died, leaving fumes of the foulest stench twining in the tight, suffocating space.

Raeyvann took a step, stumbled, and collapsed beside Ammadhan. “Eldest,” he gasped and started gathering the shockingly feeble bag of a gnome to him. “You did it! You stopped them!”

“We’ve stopped nothing,” he wheezed. A trembling hand raised and pointed down the hall. “Go. Check.”

“Gaddarn is gone.”

“Not him.” The Grand Elder coughed. “The Chamber...make sure...”

Ammadhan stiffened. He’s right. There might be more!

Settling Raeyvann carefully against the wall, Ammadhan struggled to his feet, staggered down the corridor. He forced himself not to look at the still-smoking mass that had been Gaddarn. Gripping the pistol—useless, as it was empty, but some comfort—he paused at the smoldering entrance to the Chambers. Heat and an indescribable odor wafted out, a physical thing that seemed to set its hand upon his chest.

He pressed through it and stepped in the room where he’d once worked miracles.

The Threads of Probability, what remained of them, dangled from their mounts in the ceiling and the columns of the hexagonal chamber. It was as though a flaming stick had been shoved into a spider’s web and wrenched about until all was torn and smoking tatters. A faintly-glowing molten dimple in the center of the floor suggested the spot from which the horrid cultist had emerged—but how remained unanswered. The faces of the Ancients carved into the walls looked upon the charred ruin of the room with expressions caked in still-streaming red-black.

Ammadhan had to turn away, lean against the wall just outside the room as his eyes watered and his guts roiled. The effluvium of scorched gore—some byproduct of the cult’s hideous blood sorcery—had overwhelmed him every bit as much as the anguish of seeing a life’s work utterly destroyed, and with little hope of rebuilding.

But it was more than any of that.

The Bloody Hand cult had detected Nomlar’s long vision and blinded it.

Young Edisten, Ammadhan inwardly wailed. My bravest, brashest pupil, you are now, truly on your own—and everyone with you.
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Chapter One

Breakout
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Dawn grayed the air, made it nearly indistinguishable from the mists purling down out of the Corridor and embracing the Witch of Vendar as she slid north into the Straits of God. Little wind accompanied the haze, and the crew had run out the ship’s oars, working them to a gentle call from their chief, rather than the usual drumbeat cadence—which would attract attention no one wanted.

“Quiet as the damned grave,” Rougan Hamner murmured.

Jon Eidorn glanced at the Witch’s captain. The other man was in his scarred leathers and battered helm, wheellock pistols crowded under his belt, his left hand resting upon his heavy sword. The right went to his frazzled-looking goatee, fingers playing at the whiskers.

“Maybe not the best choice of words,” he quipped and turned to Jon with a wink, “but just the conditions we’d hoped for.”

Footsteps from the sterncastle above and behind them preceded the groan of treads as a third descended the stairs and joined their pair on the main deck. Jon tried, as he always did, not to stare at Dayar’ah. And, as he always did, he failed, unable not to notice her outlandish black leathers, studded liberally with spikes interwoven into the fabric to stiffen it. A simple silver headband, etched with the weird sigils of her New Continent homeland, kept her brown-black hair out of her face and eyes. Those dark—almost black—eyes sparkled at him, but their light was cold.

Like them, she was all business now.

“We just passed the boom,” she told Hamner.

He blew out a little breath. Jon knew he’d been fretting over that. Dayar’ah had been working the signal lantern—and no doubt adding a little of her sorcerous augmentation to it—to make certain the defenders of Ranai, manning the wheel house on the west side of the Bay of Souls, had seen. The great chain boom of the Holy City had kept Feyan naval assault at bay for weeks, draped across the waters. But it could’ve just as easily impeded the Witch, or drawn attention to her escape attempt, had there been a collision.

“Well, it won’t be an accident that foils us, then,” Hamner said. He glanced at Jon. “Appears your One God favors us this morning, so far.”

“Perhaps not entirely,” Dayar’ah warned. The agents of the Holy Church were no friends of her subjugated people and her own soul was pledged to an unknowable—at least to Jon—pantheon of spirit-gods. But there was no bitterness in her words. “The wind is utterly absent.”

Hamner patted her shoulder. “Suppose it’s well we have your heathen weather magic, then, my dear.”

She hissed at him, but with little venom. Hamner, long-proclaimed an Enemy of the Church of The One, was hardly one to lecture anyone on their beliefs. In fact, Jon wasn’t really sure he had them, other than his ship, his crew, and his pay.

Strange, Jon thought. What had bothered me two months ago matters, now, not at all. A Knight of Reckoning, his was the path of virtue and honor and purity, a paladin of the One God of Man. But the last six weeks had held little that was pure. These heathens and criminals on this ship had stood with him through that, through what could only be described as hell on Aldair, while the nations supposedly united under his God’s church had sat idle.

But that would change. Aboard a ship of pirates, Jon Eidorn would go out and make them see it, bring them back.

Save Ranai and all within its walls.

And he knew, even as he thought it, that there was one soul amongst those he thought on above all others. A flash of emerald eyes filled his mind for a moment before he mentally shoved the image down. He couldn’t think on her, not now. Not only was it ridiculous, the vast gulf between a lowly knight and a Princess of Ranai unbridgeable, but the distraction of her could get him killed.

And there was plenty waiting out there in those mists to kill him this morn.

“We’ll need to get north a little further,” Hamner was saying, the playfulness of his jibe gone and seriousness in his voice now. “The wind comes up out of the southeast, but till we’re clear and on open waters, the landside districts of the city, itself, becalm them.” Whiskered lips pinched together and Jon caught the glint of sweat at his hairline. “If the oars can’t get us there, we’ll need whatever you have.”

“You will have all that I’ve got,” Dayar’ah replied.

“Always do.” Hamner’s humor returned.

She slapped him hard on the chest. Tension made what would otherwise be in jest an actual blow.

The door to the captain’s quarters groaned open behind them.

“Well look at that,” Hamner said.

The newcomer glowered at him with weird, inhumanly lavender eyes. “Not a word more from you.”

Ydath, the Witch’s First Mate, wore the velvet splendor of an officer of the Feyan army, the blues and silvers making it likely a noble of Syvannian lineage. It was the wrong service, too flashy for the invaders’ navy, but in the mist, the ruse would possibly have a chance. They’d salvaged it off corpse outside the battle-pocked walls of Ranai, upon cooking up this breakout scheme.

Jon wrinkled his nose at the stink still clinging to it. “You think this will do?”

“If no one looks too closely,” the First Mate replied and turned to show them the blood-stained hole in the back of the tunic, where it looked like an arquebus ball had taken its former owner in the spine. With a flourish, he turned back to them, whipping a crimson cloak over his shoulders and clasping it at his neck. “It will be fine.”

Ydath showed no discomfort at the gruesome disguise, nor any part of his upcoming role in deceiving his kin. His half-Fey lineage was obvious in his tall, lithe figure, smooth motions, and narrow, whiskerless features. The tall peaked ear on his left side made it even more obvious, as the mutilation of the right one made his reasons for hating them clear. Jon had only the sparsest knowledge of Ydath’s past and the reasons for his torture and outcast, but he had no reason to doubt the First Mate’s commitment to the fight against the Fey. He’d seen him in action. He’d seen the savagery.

“Well maybe it won’t be necessary to—” Hamner began to say.

A soft call from the lookout at the forecastle cut him off. They all turned, listened. In the brightening light, the bow of the Witch was a mismatching of parts; a wrecked Feyan galley’s prow, trim from another, a limp banner of some Syvannian House. In the hours before sunrise, the crew had labored to make the most notorious freebooter on the Ydderrean Sea look a little less like herself and more like the sentry ships she’d try to slip by. A disguise as improvised as Ydath’s.

The call came again, was joined by a second one, this time from the crow’s nest, high above them.

“Looks like we’re not just going to slip through,” Ydath said and started forward.

Hamner caught him by the elbow. “Just keep them talking. Keep them confused.”

“Hopefully I can keep me talking; it’s been a decade since I’ve used the father tongue. And my accent may sound wrong.” Obvious seeing the tension on Hamner’s face, he paused and forced a smile, clapped the Captain on the arm. “I know what to do.” He turned and strode down the center deck, shouldering past the mainmast, and on to the ladder to the forecastle.

Jon tensed instinctively. In the fog twining over the gunwales of the ship, the half-Fey suddenly looked very much like the beings who’d been trying to kill them all for weeks.

Maybe it’d work.

“Get back to the sterncastle,” Hamner said to Dayar’ah. “And be ready to call a course change down to steerage. From there, you’ll also be able to see and be ready, with either your weather tricks, or in case one of those Bloody Hand bastards shows up with their own witchery.”

The New Continent woman nodded to Hamner and offered Jon a little wink before going. He’d have been lying to himself if he claimed it didn’t send a spark of excitement through him. Of course, he lied to himself a lot when it came to her.

Marya, he thought again. And the people of Ranai...focus on them...they’re counting on us.

“Increase the cadence,” Hamner called down to the oar pits, trying and failing to keep his voice low.

“You want us going faster?” Jon asked. “Won’t that make the sentries even more suspicious?”

“This whole damned thing’s suspicious, Jon. I want us in motion when this charade falls apart, as it almost has to do.” The pirate captain glanced up the mainmast, along the sheets hanging limply upon it, then down at the sailors bunched at the corners of the deck, trying to keep their lines out of the way of the oarsmen. “We’ve just got to get to open water. There, I’ll bet the Witch’s sails and seamanship against a crew of Feyan galley slaves any day.”
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