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    Act I




    Fine Wine
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    ABELARD ATE A LOT. THAT was why, after I’d slashed my knife across his belly, I half-expected the roast, broccoli, and soft rolls we’d dined on an hour before to come tumbling out onto the floor. Abelard clenched his gut and fell to his knees, as I expected he would, but it almost seemed I hadn’t cut him at all, for not even a single, glistening trickle of gastric juice seeped from between his fat fingers. I had to admit that something about the cut hadn’t felt right. Ordinarily, my blade sliced through flesh like a hot knife through butter. Yet I’d felt resistance and, I thought, heard an unexpected clinking noise when the edge had come into contact with his lardship. Those oddities aside, Abelard certainly looked like someone who’d just been eviscerated: a pallor subsumed his features, his eyes opened wide, and his jaw all but touched the floor. No sound yet escaped from between his lips, but that was only because his mind hadn’t quite caught up. I didn’t fault his reaction. It’s not every day a man falls prey to an assassin, especially after having just wined and dined said person at his own table. But Abelard took it a bit far when he fell to his back, curled into the fetal position, and started moaning. There was, after all, such a thing as dying with dignity.




    “Why have you betrayed me, my friend?” Abelard asked between moans.




    Abelard and I were not friends. I’d arrived at his home under the guise of a foreign merchant, come to Alchester with an airship full of cinnamon, cardamom, and cloves—all wine spices—from the distant Steel Islands that I needed to sell quickly. As a vintner, Abelard couldn’t help but try to lock in my special, below-market prices. But, prior to making our acquaintance during this evening’s dinner party, we’d never met.




    “I didn’t betray you, Abelard. It’s nothing personal, either.” In my line of work, it seldom was. “Now, let’s say you make this easy on both of us by getting up.” Abelard appeared to have his insides well in hand, so I didn’t think my request was entirely out of the question. It would make my job so much easier.




    “You’ve killed me, my dear, dear friend. I bleed, and soon I shall die.”




    I sighed. I’d been warned about Abelard’s theatrics.




    I started cleaning my knife—I’d need both hands to lift him into a standing position—when I noticed there wasn’t anything to wipe off. I held the blade closer to the room’s dim candlelight. Son of a—the damn thing had a nick! My best killing knife, too. I slipped the weapon into its sheath at my belt, then grabbed hold of the front of Abelard’s coat. Grunting, I heaved him to his feet.




    Abelard shook, but he remained upright, albeit with eyes closed and face turned from me. Couldn’t blame him for any of that. It’s not a pleasant thought, knowing you’re about to die.




    “What have I done to provoke your ire, my friend?” he asked from between clenched lips.




    “Shut up. I’m not your friend.” I knocked his hands away from his gut and felt at his ‘wound.’ Both coat and shirt were cut, but there was something hard—not soft flesh—beneath it. I ripped the opening wider and raised an eyebrow at the leather money belt—stuffed full of coins—fastened snugly above his sagging waistline.




    “You wear a money belt inside your own home?” I asked.




    Abelard had been in all day, so he had no reason to wear such a thing. Unless he’d been prescient enough of my client’s intentions to prepare himself for a hasty departure. Not hasty enough, it turned out. Otherwise, he would have fled the city instead of hosting a dinner party.




    “One can never be too careful.” He took a turn examining himself. When he realized what had happened, he let out a chuckle that died on his lips as soon as his gaze returned to me.




    With shaking hands, he undid the coin-stuffed belt and held it out to me. “Take it, my friend. It’s yours. Only…let me live! I beg it of you.”




    I knocked the money belt away. “I’ve already been paid.”




    “Yes, but—”




    This was supposed to have gone down quickly. Kill the mark, then take my leave with no one the wiser. Abelard’s household staff was out until morning, so I had plenty of time, but better to get this over and done with sooner rather than later. That meant no more conversation. I slid my knife from its sheath for the second time. Abelard shrank from it. No more games or missteps now, as I reached out lightning-quick to take hold of him. He opened his mouth to scream but emitted only a low, pitiful sound that almost made me feel sorry for him.




    I should have just finished him. Instead, I felt compelled to say, “Sorry, Abelard, but you’ve made your last bad deal. You must have really pissed off my client for him to want you dead this way.”




    Evisceration was a slow, painful way to die. It was, however, to Abelard’s fortune that I’d taken this job. I’d make the first cut like my employer wanted, let it bleed for a while, then follow it up with a quick stab under his arm and into his heart. No one would examine him that closely to notice the mercy stroke. I wasn’t a complete monster.




    “W-Wait!” Abelard said. “I can offer you more than coin if only you will spare my life! I have other wealth, my friend! An estate outside the city—it’s yours! My place in the Silver Gentlemen’s Club, though it will pain me to surrender it. Women! I know the best—”




    “You have nothing I want. Now, let me finish this. I have an appointment at Lady Bellum’s later this evening, and I’d rather not keep my Crusus Sabeler waiting. It’s a rare ‘74 vintage. One of the best.”




    Abelard wasn’t giving up. “If not those things, then perhaps…” He looked about the study, perhaps hoping for some sort of inspiration. It didn’t matter. He had nothing I wanted. Then something must have hit him, for his face lit up. “Lady Bellum, did you say? Her ladyship runs a fine wineshop, yes? I believe they carry a full line of honeyed and—”




    “What’s your point?”




    “Wine, my friend! I saw how you fancied the syrah at dinner! A fine blend made from grapes picked from my very own vineyard. Critics have lauded its spicy combination of blackberries and pepper. Without a doubt, one of our finest! A true delight! Seasonally rare, too.”




    “So you’ll give me a bottle for sparing your life?” I asked, not amused.




    “No! Not one bottle, but a full year’s supply!”




    He had my interest. There weren’t many things that would keep me from fulfilling a job, but the syrah had been exquisite: soft on the tongue, satisfying going down, with the faintest hint of spicy pepper left behind. It’d be tricky satisfying my client. He wanted blood and might just send someone else to finish the job. Plus, I’d take a hit on my reputation. Leniency was not a desirable attribute in my line of work. I’d been doing this a long time, though. My reputation might suffer, but it would recover. I’d help it along by turning my next job into a statement, making sure it was extra messy.




    “Make it a five-year supply, and you’ve got a deal,” I said, countering.




    Abelard blanched. “Five years, my friend? Five years is such a long time, and one never knows what might happen—”




    “No, one doesn’t.” I pressed the flat of my blade hard against his belly.




    Abelard turned a shade whiter, but he nodded in agreement. “Five years it is, my friend. Only leave an address, and I will arrange—”




    I stepped away. “Have a bottle a week sent to Lady Bellum’s.” I could see him already doing the math in his head. A bottle a week for that many years… “Tell your coachman to put it under the name I used on your guest list. Miss a delivery, and I’ll be back.”




    Abelard nodded, his jowls quivering.




    I put my knife away, then I turned around and left. I always was a sucker for fine wine.


  




  

    Act II




    Killing the Dead




    [image: section_separator]




    “I AM AUTHORIZED TO OFFER you double your normal rate because this job is a bit…abnormal.”




    I put my wine glass down, letting the smoothness of the ‘74 Crusus Sabeler slide down my throat and settle in my stomach before responding. “Abnormal, how?”




    I was enjoying a bottle of the shiraz when the gent presently sitting across from me had poked his way through the wineshop’s crowd and come to a stop in front of my table. Right away, I’d noticed something different about him. He was middle-aged, with the thinning pate and speckled gray to prove it. The skin of his face was pale from lack of sun, and his smooth and uncalloused hands marked him as a scrivener or scholar. Neither profession earned enough to cover my fee, so if he’d come here to discuss business, I expected our conversation would be short. But then he’d introduced himself. He said his name was Father Kem, here as a representative of a church whose name I promptly forgot. A holy man, come to see me? Abnormal indeed, especially since he’d arrived incognito, in attire more befitting of an ordinary citizen than a priest. Briefly, I wondered if he’d come to absolve me of my sins. No such luck. He was here to add to them.




    “We wish you to dispatch a man…who is already dead.”




    Narrowing my gaze in confusion, I hoped another sip of wine might help enlighten me. It did not. “You want me to do what?”




    Kem’s lips turned in a brief smile. “I understand how it sounds. I assure you, the request is genuine, as is the proposed payment. The man you are to, ah, kill, is—was—named Ashunde Roe. He was a bishop amongst our clergy before he met his end. As you might imagine, that end is of considerable importance since Bishop Roe was purged.”




    That was the clergy’s way of saying they’d burned him alive. It was a fate reserved for the worst of sinners: dark witches, demon-mongers, necromancers, and probably some others I didn’t want to know about.




    “Ashunde strayed from our ranks,” Kem said. “We caught him delving into the debaucheries of necromancy.”




    Ah, necromancy. I spent my nights sending people to their graves. Necromancers spent theirs raising them. A vicious cycle by anyone’s measure.




    “You’ll have to excuse me,” I said, “but I still don’t see why you require my services. If you already reduced him to ashes, what more can I do?”




    Kem took a drink of his wine. In my experience, a man’s choice of beverage told a tale all its own. Father Kem had ordered a serviceable merlot, nothing fancy but a vintage some considered an exotic import since it made its way to Alchester from distant lands only once every few years. The story the red told about Father Kem was of a man who sought worldliness, yet a streak of conservatism impeded that quest by keeping him close to home. In short, Father Kem liked to play it safe, which was nothing unusual as far as my clients went. They’d neither the means nor the will to do what I did. Fortunately for them, people like me were always willing to help for the right price.




    “If only the story ended there,” he said, “then we’d not be having this conversation at all. I assure you, though, I am not wasting your time. We have it on good authority that tonight, when the clock strikes midnight, Ashunde will rise from the dead. When this happens, we wish you to use this to kill him, once and for all.”




    He slid something long and narrow that was wrapped in vellum across the table. Once I’d picked it up, I knew immediately by its shape and balance that it was a knife. But something about the weight didn’t feel right. I undid part of the covering. It was indeed a knife, but one made of purest silver. Not the best choice of metals for a killing weapon. I told him so.




    “The blade is blessed, imbued with the power of our god,” Kem said. “Made as it is, it is proof against the undead, so it will banish Ashunde the moment he rises.”




    That sounded well and fine, but I still felt like I was missing something. “If he’s ashes, why not just scatter them?” Hard to come back from that, or so I imagined.




    Kem shifted in his seat. Lights in the room, already dim, seemed to grow darker, and the murmur of conversation hanging over the room melted away, as I leaned in to hear the good father’s whispered voice. “We erred when we performed the purging ceremony. Not with the procedure itself, mind you, but in doing it in the first place. You see, Ashunde secretly wanted his body reduced to ashes by holy fire so that he could be born anew as a particularly evil sort of undead: a vashu. We spent many long nights deciphering books from his private chambers before we realized we’d stepped right into his trap. We—I—came to you the moment we realized there was no time to lose.”




    Normally, this far into a conversation, I’d have already arranged a transfer of funds and started planning the job in my mind. But, like Kem had said, this job was anything but normal. Which meant I’d keep asking questions until I felt comfortable with it. “Why me? Surely one of your own—a holy knight, perhaps—would be better suited?”




    Kem frowned. “Knights are not so easy to find on such short notice. Others—bravados—could not be relied upon to remain discreet. As I am sure you can imagine, if word spread amongst the populace that one of our own practiced the dark art… It’s a scandal we’d just as soon avoid.”




    “Then why not just go yourself?”




    The suggestion set him squirming in his seat. “My skills… That is, my talents do not lie…” He left off, searching for words.




    He was confirming what the merlot had already told me. I waved away any need for further explanation. “You were saying about why scattering the ashes wouldn’t work?”




    “After the purging, we placed Ashunde’s ashes in an urn before the altar of our god, where they could bask beneath his glory. Scattering them would have been the last step in the ritual and surely would have ended this trial. But the urn and its contents were…stolen. The thief was an associate of Ashunde’s, a man named Hesul, who we discovered was one of our very own temple gardeners. It was only because he remained lurking about that we caught him at all, but by then, he’d already secreted the urn away. After some convincing, he told us he’d taken it to an empty crypt inside the Aikon Cemetery.”




    “So I only need to go to this cemetery, locate the urn, and scatter—”




    “Scattering the ashes will not work.”




    I tapped my fingers, waiting for an explanation.




    “It seems Hesul added a bit of lime and some water to the urn. After some stirring, Ashunde’s ashes would have become a very hardened—”




    “Concrete.” Clever.




    “Yes. Now you see why scattering the ashes is quite impossible.”




    I gestured with the vellum-wrapped knife. “Maybe you should have brought me a silver hammer?”




    The priest ignored that. “The job is for you to enter the cemetery, find the crypt, then drive the blessed weapon into the risen apparition’s undead heart. Or the proximity of it, anyway. Do you accept?”




    I wanted to say no. I almost did. But I needed the work and the money. My last job, which had been some time ago, had not gone well. I’d exercised leniency, and my reputation had suffered for it. Time heals all wounds, though, and made people forget, so I only needed to hold out for a little while longer before I was regarded as trustworthy again. While not exactly what I wanted, this job was at least what I needed.




    “Yes,” I said, “but I want triple my normal rate. Abnormal jobs require abnormal fees.”




    Kem pursed his lips at that. But he thought it over and finally nodded his agreement.




    “But there is one thing you should know.” Father Kem took a deep breath, then he said without pause, “While the church has come to you in this time of need, do not misconstrue our intentions. A man such as yourself—that is, a man who makes his living taking the lives of others—will never receive absolution. My superiors allowed me to move forward with this only because this task does not involve killing. All this being said, should you choose to cancel our arrangement, then I will understand completely.”




    I shrugged off his words. “Don’t trouble yourself over my soul, Father. I made peace with what I do a long time ago. I have no trouble with where I’m heading once I leave this life behind. Now, about my payment…”




    We made the necessary arrangements—half now via a banknote slipped across the table and half when the job was done—before Kem gave me directions to the cemetery and, once there, the crypt. The priest was barely out the wineshop’s door when I got up to follow in his wake.




    I had a dead man to kill.
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    I’d never been to a cemetery before. Right away, I found it…unsettling. Cold, silent, and dark as pitch. No moon tonight. I didn’t know if that was good or bad. Not a night for witches, at least. I hoped the same could be said for necromancers.




    Kem’s directions—or, rather, Hesul’s—proved accurate, and so I found the crypt quickly enough. It was gray granite, with large stone doors and gargoyles at the edges of a peaked roof. I’d barely had time to approach the place when a voice sounded behind me.




    “You ain’t no priest.”




    I turned to find myself facing three men. They were rough-looking, unshaven, with thick arms and shoulders. All three carried thick sticks, labeling them more hired thugs than undertakers.




    With the crypt at my back, they had me ringed in, or so they thought. They might have had a chance if they had pressed their advantage right then. But they hesitated, no doubt because the man’s statement had been correct. While my clothing was the right shade of black for a priest, my tunic, tight-fitting pants, and hooded cloak were not the attire of a holy man.




    Neither were my weapons.




    I drew my long knives—each a foot and a half of curved, razor-sharp steel with serrated back edges—and went for the smallest of the three. I wasn’t interested in ending him, only getting by, so I bloodied him with a cut deep enough to give him pause but not enough to do any serious harm. He hollered in pain and fell back so that a gap opened before me. Before the other two could close it, I leaped through and ran.




    I slipped into the dark, giving them no chance of pursuing. They tried, anyway. The one I’d wounded barked such a litany that it was easy to mark their location as I worked my way back to the crypt.




    The doors were heavy, but I put a shoulder to one and opened a space wide enough to slip inside. I shook an alchemical glow-stick to life, seeing right away that dust on the floor was undisturbed from the entry to the three sarcophagi resting inside. No one had been here in a very long time. I exited the crypt, leaving the cemetery with the thugs none the wiser.




    Those men hadn’t been guarding the crypt. They were waiting in ambush. Waiting for a priest. I had a pretty good idea which one, too, as well as some theories why. But they were just theories, and I’d half a mind to void what obligation remained to me. Assuming Kem didn’t cancel the banknote, I already had half the money for a job that looked less and less like a killing and more like something else. I’d been hired for the former, not the latter. But another unfinished job meant another mark against my reputation. I pretended to think about it some more, but really, I’d already made up my mind. Father Kem and I were going to have another conversation about the abnormal.
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    Finding Father Kem’s temple proved easy enough. Getting over the short wall surrounding the gardens, even easier. But finding the priest was another matter entirely. The temple grounds were immense. Fortunately, the late hour allowed me to prowl about undisturbed. I found the rectory and promptly shimmied up a drainage pipe to the roof. Picking an access door’s lock, I soon padded through the dimly lit halls of the building’s interior. The sound of a conversation coming from behind a closed door gave me pause. No sooner had I drawn close enough to eavesdrop when the door opened, and out came the very man I sought.




    He never even glanced in my direction before starting down the hall the opposite way. I followed, keeping a discrete distance at first but creeping closer until I was nearly on top of him. Then I grabbed him from behind. With a gloved hand covering his mouth, I put him against the wall and let him see it was me. Slowly, I withdrew my hand so that he could speak. He probably would have if my knife wasn’t at his throat. I hadn’t come to kill him, though. Only to get answers. But he didn’t need to know that just yet.




    “There were no ashes in the crypt,” I said. “There was nothing, except for a trio of hired thugs waiting for a priest, though I think they would have been perfectly happy bashing my head in instead if I’d let them.”




    Kem digested what I’d said. Gradually, as he realized I wasn’t going to kill him, and as my words sank further in, the wide-eyed look of fear faded from his visage. “Hesul lied. It’s the only explanation.”




    “Yes.” I wasn’t entirely sure Kem hadn’t set me up until that moment. Something in his voice told me he hadn’t. “The question is why.”




    “I—I don’t know.”




    “I think I do.” I’d worked it out on the way over. “Hesul assumed you’d be the one to go after the ashes. He hired those men before that, telling them where and when to wait for you.”




    “But why?”




    “That depends. Tell me, how did you find out about Ashunde?”




    “He tried to recruit me to his cause. I’d been working beneath him for some time. I never even suspected… Perhaps something I said during one of our conversations made him think I might be sympathetic. I was not. I turned him in.”




    “I see.” That explained a lot. “Hesul was acting in his stead, seeking revenge and…”




    “And?”




    “Those men were armed with clubs, not knives. Maybe they meant to beat you to death, or maybe they only wanted to hit you over the head and take you captive. Either way, I think we need to pay Hesul a visit. You haven’t purged him yet, have you?”




    Kem flashed me a look of admonishment. “We only purge the truly evil. Hesul is alive and well. We locked him downstairs in a kitchen storeroom. In fact, I had just finished reporting to my superior and was on my way to check on him when you waylaid me.”




    “Well then, by all means, allow me to delay you no longer.”




    I followed Father Kem to the rectory’s kitchen, down a narrow stair, and to the storeroom. One look inside was enough to see that things were amiss. Hesul was gone.




    “Where would he have…?” Kem started to ask. “Perhaps to the cemetery?”




    “No. The ashes weren’t there. You said they were stolen, and that you found Hesul not long after. How long?”




    Kem thought for a moment. “Not very. We placed the urn before our god’s altar at three bells. It went missing half a bell after that. We found Hesul lurking behind the chapel almost immediately thereafter.”




    That gave him maybe forty minutes to mix the ashes into concrete and carry them somewhere before getting caught. Halving the time to accommodate for the return trip and taking away some more for the mixing, how far could he have gotten in ten or fifteen minutes? Not far. Probably not even past the temple walls. I told Kem as much. The priest’s expression became one of annoyance, directed wholly at himself for believing the man’s story.




    “You said Hesul was a gardener, right?”




    Kem nodded.




    “Is there a tool or supply shed somewhere on the grounds?” I was thinking of the lime.




    Kem’s face lit up. So was he. “We store the gardening supplies in the stables.”




    “Then I’ll bet that’s where he took the ashes. He may even be there now.”




    Kem told me where to find the stables. Immediately, I made for the stairs. The priest looked like he meant to follow until I turned and told him to wait here. He didn’t protest. If anything, he looked relieved.




    I turned back to the stairs and dashed up them. I had a job to finish.
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    But for the usual horses and priestly carriages, the stables were empty. I even found the alcove with the gardening tools and supplies. But there was no Hesul and no urn. Then I heard voices coming from…beneath me? I started looking for a way down. There were no obvious stairs, but I noticed enough of a disturbance in the otherwise matted hay in one of the empty stalls to raise suspicions. A closer examination revealed a door set into the floor.




    I tightened my gloves and took a deep breath. Then I lifted the door and, seeing the expected ladder, slid down it with only the instep of my boots and a loose grip with my hands to slow my descent. The second I hit the floor, I drew my long knives.




    “You are not Kem,” said a man who must be Hesul. Fancying himself a clergyman, he wore a nondescript habit and an expression that spoke of the harm he meant toward anyone who interfered with whatever he was doing down here.




    Hesul was not alone. I recognized the three bruisers from the cemetery. Not just thugs, after all. All four stood at the other side of a circle carved into the stone floor. Runes lined the circle’s circumference. At its center was the urn containing the hardened ashes of Ashunde.




    Hesul spoke. “Our master wanted Kem as his first sacrifice, but no matter. The time of rising is nigh, and you shall do.”




    I was flattered.




    “Take him!”




    With clubs in hand, the three bruisers, mindful of not crossing into the circle, ran around it and came at me.




    I wasn’t nearly so careful. With long knives ready, I charged right into the middle of the circle and—wincing even before my soft-shoed foot had hit it—kicked the urn as hard as I could. I was hoping Hesul had lied about cementing the ashes. He had not. Kicking it hurt about as much as I expected it might, but it also had the intended effect.




    Hesul’s eyes went wide as the urn clattered across the floor, end over end. Though the top fell off, nothing but a small amount of dust came out. The clanking container distracted the other three enough that I was amongst them before they knew what had happened. This time, I showed no mercy. I dropped the first one with a slash to the throat. The next, I gutted. The third had enough time to raise his club, but that was all. I opened a chasm in his neck. He wasn’t dead when he hit the floor, but he didn’t last long past that.




    Hesul had spent the time chasing the urn as it bounced off a stack of dusty old crates and settled into a corner. Now, with it secured with both hands, he turned to face me. “You will not stop my master! It has been ordained that he shall rise this night of all nights! Nothing—not you, not the priests—will prevent that from happening! We shall be reunited! I need only invoke the ritual, and he shall be born anew!”




    In my experience, there are two problems with zealots. The first? They don’t know when to shut up. The second, they think they’re invincible.




    Exchanging one of my long knives for one more suited for throwing, I let the knife fly. Hesul’s diatribe became a choking gurgle as blood spurted from his throat. The urn clattered to the floor. Hesul followed, twitching and choking until, finally, he didn’t make any noise at all.




    I retrieved my knife and, before leaving, kicked the urn one more time, just for good measure.
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    Father Kem waited outside the back door to the rectory’s kitchen. Though his face grew curious at my limp, he only asked, “It’s done, then?”




    “Neither Hesul nor Ashunde will bother you again.” I told him about the hidden room beneath the barn and, after a moment’s hesitation, about the bodies. I’d killed men on holy ground, and while I couldn’t fall further from the damnation I already faced, I found myself oddly concerned with what regard the good father might have for what I’d done.




    “There was no other way?” he asked.




    “None.” When it’s life or death, I put my opponents down…for good. Such a policy has yet to fail me.




    Though Kem turned a shade whiter, he nodded in understanding. He and his fellow clergymen were not wholly unfamiliar with killing, after all. Remembering the silver knife, I held it out to him. If this night held any good whatsoever, it was that things hadn’t gotten so bad I’d had to use it. Kem took it without comment.




    There wasn’t much more to say, and we would have parted company right then, but I had to ask, “When you gave me that speech back in the wineshop about absolution, were you speaking solely for the church or yourself? I’m only asking because you said the idea to approach me was your own.”




    I’d said I didn’t care about facing damnation. What can I say? I did.




    “As a holy servant of my god and church,” Father Kem said, “my word always represents…” He stopped, sparing me the rest of his practiced doctrine. Then he sighed. “The church takes a hard stance against men like you. But I think all men deserve a chance to make amends.”




    It was enough for me.




    “G’night, Father.”




    I turned and walked into the dark, wondering if I’d taken one step closer to perdition this night or one step back.


  




  

    Act III




    Night of Zealotry
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    MY PROFESSION IS ALL ABOUT finesse and skill. But sometimes, it’s about running—or, in this case, sprinting—across rooftops, with a near-moonless night overhead and an angry host of Black Guard mercenaries giving chase. It’s one of those situations where you wonder how the hell you got into it until you remember you signed up for this, knowing full well the Guard’s reputation for vengeance. You see, they don’t like it when you kill someone under their protection. They like it even less when you do it right under their noses. I understand they have a reputation to maintain, but it’s not my job to help them maintain it. Nor is it to make this an easy chase for them. Hindered by their heavy armor, the distance between us grew with each step. It didn’t help their cause that I knew these particular rooftops better than I knew the streets because I’d spent weeks studying and planning for this job. I knew which gables were hidden from the eyes of sentries. I knew which rooftops were no more than a leap away. I knew—




    —when someone was about to crash into me. Too bad I realized it too late. If the Black Guardsman was trying to bring us both down, he succeeded, tumbling us across the slanted rooftop and guaranteeing that our momentum was going to carry us right over the edge unless one of us did something. The Guardsman didn’t seem to have the first inkling of an idea, so I took it upon myself to detach my grappling hook from my belt, snap the prongs open, and scrape it along the cedar shingles until it stuck fast. Too bad my assailant didn’t have the sense to hold on to me. He kept sliding, right over the edge and into oblivion. I got myself up and started running again long before he’d hit the ground.




    “Stop right there!” yelled a Guardsman from too close behind me.




    Not likely.




    With the mad scramble of booted feet in pursuit, I sprinted across the rest of the rooftop and jumped. The next rooftop was too far for me to reach. The mercs must have known that, for they let out a litany of curses, not out of concern for my safety but because they thought I’d just committed suicide rather than face their tender mercies. I’d as much interest in the one as the other, and so I’d timed my jump to land precisely on an adjacent balcony instead. Easy enough to swing over the railing from there and lower myself to the next balcony below before the Guardsmen could get over their surprise and realize I was escaping.




    I was almost to the ground when I heard one of them land with a crash on the balcony above me. Black Guardsmen don’t lack courage. I’ll give them that. But they do lack agility, for I was already on the ground and in an alley before the first of them had figured out how to even swing himself down one story.




    There were three ways out of this alley. I started along the easiest, which happened to be straight ahead, until I saw a pair of Guardsmen scramble into view. The Guard must have cast their net wide to get men in front of me already, so I wondered if I’d have any better luck with the other two ways out. I didn’t with the second, as I spotted more Guardsmen coming. That left the third route, a narrow offshoot I wasted no time diving into. It was clear, but only until I took the first turn and almost ran right into a Guardsman so burly he’d barely managed to squeeze himself into the alley’s narrow confines. He was turned at an angle by necessity, which limited his reaction to my sudden appearance. I leaped at him—but not to attack—as I grabbed hold of his arm, stuck the toe of my boot onto his belt, and hoisted myself up and over. I hit the ground running, not looking back to see if he pursued me or took a moment to consider how I’d gotten around him.




    The alley widened, just in time for two more Black Guardsmen to spot me. With swords already drawn, I felt the need to draw my long knives in kind. Each a foot and a half of curved steel with serrated back edges for when I was in a bad mood, the mere sight of them had stopped more fights than I could remember. No such luck here, which was fine with me as I decided I wanted to give these Black Guard mercs a try to see how good they really were. Damn good, it turned out. They almost had me. In a fair fight, I’d be dead. But I never fight fair, so just when they had me against the wall—literally—I dropped into a crouch and stabbed one of them in the foot. I leaped through the gap made by the one who was now yelling in pain, then I ran again. The burly one from the narrow alley emerged, along with some others, to give chase. But no one knows this city’s back alleys better than I do. It took some doing, but I lost my pursuers.




    Once I had, I slowed to an easy walk to recover my breath. I felt at my belt to ensure the scroll case I’d pilfered from tonight’s mark was still there. Fortunately, it was. Killing the artificer—a man by the name of Aravar Tillwood—had only been half the job. Delivering the item to my client was the rest.




    I stayed in the alleys, avoiding the main streets as much as possible. At this time of night, they were empty, but it never hurt to exercise caution. I wasn’t worried about the Black Guard now or in the near future. They’d come looking. I was sure of that. But they’d never find me. They didn’t know what I looked like, for one, since I always wore a mask on jobs like these. Also, it helped that Alchester was such a big city. The biggest in Kallendor, which is fitting since it’s also the capital. People call Kallendor the Fiefdom of the Horse Lords. I call it the Fiefdom of the Horses’ Arses. Cavalry renowned throughout Uhl and all that doesn’t impress me much. As for Alchester itself, it’s got all the requisite sights and smells one might expect to find in a large, modern city. Markets full of exotic goods, an airship dock considered first in its class, fine or rowdy taverns and brothels depending on your preference, and wineshops galore, the lattermost of which fit my tastes more often than not. I make no excuses regarding my love for wine. It may very well be my only vice.




    Killing people? That’s not a vice. Not for me, anyway. It’s just what I do. I won’t say indiscriminately because I’ve been known to let a job pass if it doesn’t feel right. Sometimes, not feeling right might lie in the circumstances. Sometimes it might be the mark. Every job is different, so it depends. As for Aravar, it came down to a simple matter of his time being up. Someone wanted him dead. If I hadn’t done it, someone else would have. Sometimes, there’s nothing more to it than that.




    “The night isn’t even half over,” said a voice above me, “and somehow, you’ve pissed off half the city.”




    I knew someone had been following me for a few blocks now. Because the person had been alone and sticking to the rooftops, I knew it wasn’t a Black Guardsman. But I had not been expecting her.




    “Hello, Elizabeth.”




    Standing on a second-story balcony, with hands gripped lightly on the railing, was a woman I’d not seen in over a year. She didn’t return my greeting, but instead fixed me with that penetrating stare of hers. I hated it when she did that, and she knew it, too, because she made me suffer through another few moments of it before she hopped over the rail, landed in a crouch before me, and stood, all in one fluid motion. She hadn’t lost her moves. Or, by the pinched lips and narrowed brow, her temper.




    “What were you thinking?”




    “I’m afraid I don’t follow, my d—”




    “Don’t you dare call me ‘dear.’”




    She was dressed in dark, tight-fitting satin. Her auburn hair—never long—was tied in a short ponytail. She had no visible weapons, but I knew they were there.




    I held my hands out, palms up. “Wouldn’t think of it.”




    We have a history. Most of it good, but some of it bad. If you ask her, she’ll probably tell you the exact opposite.




    “You…are…an…idiot!”




    She already stood close, but with each word, she inched closer until she stared right up into my eyes. Liz had the most beautiful, scary eyes. Once you see them, you never forget them. Auburn like her hair but flecked with gray, when the light hit them just right, they became a depthless, mesmerizing display that was easy to get lost in.




    “Aravar was under Black Guard protection,” she said in a tight voice.




    I had to shake myself free from the spell of those eyes before I could speak.




    “I know.”




    “Then you also know the Guard will come after you with everything they’ve got. They’ll hunt you for the rest of your life. They’ll kill you.”




    I shrugged. “They’ll try.”




    She scoffed, not impressed by my bravado. “They’ll keep trying until they succeed. You shouldn’t have taken this one. You should have left the artificer alone.”




    “How do you know about Aravar?” And why the interest, I wondered?




    “You stepped on a guild contract. An outstanding guild contract.”




    Oh.




    Black Guard mercenaries were one thing. Alchester’s thieves’ guild was another entirely. The Guard doesn’t base out of Alchester. No one’s going to do them any favors. But the guild has been here longer than I have. The streets, back alleys, and rooftops are theirs. They let the rest of us use them as long as those who needed to pay, paid, and those who should stay out of guild business, stayed out. I had a pretty good idea what the guild had been contracted to steal, too. The precedents were clear: hand over the goods. Thieving wasn’t my usual thing, anyway. But this contract was a little different. Kill Aravar, secure the scroll, and deliver it to the man with the gold coins. Those were the requirements, with half the money paid upfront and the rest when the item was delivered. If the guild thought sending Liz to ask nicely would convince me to hand it over, they were mistaken. I’d already reneged on one contract not too long ago and didn’t plan to do so again, especially when the messy part was already done.




    “Sorry, Liz, but this one’s not paid in full. The goods aren’t mine to give up.”




    “Is that what you want me to tell Thjorn?”




    Thjorn ‘Heavyhammer’ Targalas. He’s the leader of Alchester’s Guild of Thievery and Backstabbing. To say he’s big is an understatement. He’s an Anolgan hillman, and from what I’ve seen, bigger than big is the only way those barbarians come. Needless to say, he’s the sort most sane people never want to find themselves up against, myself included. Still, a deal’s a deal, and I intended to honor mine, regardless of the unforeseen consequences.




    “Tell him I’m under contract. Same commitment any member of the guild makes on any given day. He’ll understand.” I hoped he would, anyway. “Not my fault I executed—no pun intended—my contract first.”




    Liz shook her head. “It’s not enough that the Guard is hunting you. Now you want the guild on your arse as well. You are an idiot.”




    I smiled. “Just a man doing a job.” A job she never liked, but she knew what I did long before we got involved. It’d been her decision to stay and, ultimately, hers to leave. It’s not something I think about often, but I’d be lying if I said I never thought about it.




    “The guild contract went to Brady,” she said. “It’s back to begging for him if he doesn’t come up with a decent score soon. He’s got kids, you know.”




    Not my fault the thief’s a bumbler. Or a family man.




    “Like I said, Liz, this one’s not paid for yet. If you want, follow me to my exchange. But please, take the goods after I’ve gotten my money.”




    She kept staring at me for a little while longer, then she humphed and walked a few steps away. “I was only supposed to ask you to hand the scroll over, not take it from you.”




    “Lucky me.”




    “Yes, lucky you. For reasons I’ll never understand, Heavyhammer tolerates you more than some others. He was hoping to appeal to your sensibilities. I tried to tell him you don’t have any, but he wouldn’t listen.”




    “That’s hilarious, Liz.”




    She let out a breath. Or perhaps it was a sigh of resignation. “I said what I came to say. If you change your mind, you know where to find us.” She turned to go. I didn’t think she intended to say anything else, but then she looked over her shoulder and said, “Try to stay alive, all right?”




    I said nothing back as she disappeared down the alley and into the dark. I stared after her for a time, but since I was still on the clock, I got my mind off the past and back onto the present as I went to find somewhere to while away the time until my scheduled meetup. The Lazy Minstrel fit the bill well enough. It’s a shat hole-in-the-wall tavern, but it’s a safe place. No client meetings. No talk about what I do. They think my name is… It doesn’t matter what they think my name is because it isn’t my real one. No one knows that except my dear sister, who I haven’t seen in a few years, despite her being right here in Alchester. Oh, I keep tabs on her to make sure she’s getting along all right. But she’s moved on from the old life and doesn’t need me coming around reminding her of it like Liz just did to me.




    I settled into my usual chair at my usual table. They make sure it stays vacated for me and keep my supply of syrah safe, which that oaf Abelard provides to me regularly for sparing his life not too long ago. Our original arrangement was a bottle a week delivered to Lady Bellum’s. But since I often split my time between the pleasant atmosphere of Bellum’s and the wretched smokiness of The Lazy Minstrel, I thought I’d also have the deliveries split. Abelard was more than happy to oblige, especially after I reminded him of the alternative.




    Ophelia, who ran the place, noticed my arrival, so a girl was dispatched to bring me one of my bottles and a clean glass. Soon, I was watching the tavern’s dim light sparkle from the syrah’s deep purple color while the peppery smell permeated my olfactory senses. The serving girl knew my routine and wouldn’t return except to clean up after I’d left. I’ve been coming here for a long time, and never once have I asked her name. That doesn’t mean I don’t know it. Gabrielle. That’s her name. Then there’s Ruth, Sonja, Teresa—and Beecher, who works the door and helps clean up the bigger messes, such as when someone gets overzealous with the girls. I’ve never said more than a handful of words to any of them. But I know their names for the same reason I know that the gentleman front and center, with the brace of daggers across his chest, always drinks a mulled ale. Other side of him, the fella with the tick in his left cheek, likes to sip a ‘34 Mullender’s. An excellent vintage, though a tad dry for my taste. Man in the other corner, with a terrible view of the room’s entries and exits, comes in at three in the afternoon and leaves by midnight most nights. There’s others scattered about. I know something about each of them because I make it my business to know. Simple observation is all it takes. I may not always be the smartest person in the room, but I’m always the most observant. Little things, too, which might seem irrelevant to some, but which might save my life someday. For example, fourteen steps get me across the room and out the front door. Eight to the kitchen. Another five, and I’m in the back alley. I chose this corner of the establishment because I can see every person coming and going. It’s mostly in shadow, too, so anyone looking my way really has to look to see what I’m about. Such interest is obvious, too, and usually a good warning sign. In my line of work, there’s no such thing as being too careful.




    I nursed three glasses of my syrah while waiting for the agreed-upon meeting time. With a half-hour to spare, I left The Lazy Minstrel. My client knew the city well enough to select a little-used corner of the temple district where we could make our exchange undisturbed. I’d made my usual observations concerning the man at our first meeting, though I remained unsure about his identity. Not that it mattered. That he needed my unique skills and had the coin to pay for them was all that did.




    My mind wandered as I walked down Cabble’s Way. Mostly, I considered Liz’s visit and the fact that someone had commissioned the guild to steal the scroll. Another player was involved. One who wasn’t necessarily interested in ending the artificer’s life but someone with the resources to hire a trained thief at the highest level. Such knowledge piqued my interest about the contents of the scroll case all the more. Easy enough to take a peek. I didn’t, though. I already thought I’d stepped into something bigger than a simple kill-and-grab, so the less I knew, the better. It was safer that way.




    I arrived at the designated meeting spot early because I wanted to scope the scene out. Make sure my client wasn’t planning a double-cross. That sort of thing. I stayed in the shadows, watching, but saw nothing out of the ordinary. My client arrived early as well. Guess he was eager to get the goods. I stayed put, watching as he crossed from my side of the street to the other. He stopped at the middle section of an old stone wall, which had once been part of a temple, but which now remained the only part of the structure still standing. A single bell rang across the city, my cue to get this over with.




    No words were exchanged. I simply approached him and held the scroll case up so he could get a good look at it. It was fashioned from bone, with bands of copper at either end and elegant patterns etched up and down its length. He responded in kind with a pouch full of gold crowns. It was a quick transfer, then we were both on our way.




    I was halfway down the street when I felt others around me. Call it a sixth sense. Call it magic. Call it whatever the hell you want. I’ve just always had an intuition when my life was in danger, like I knew it was right now. I had my long knives in either hand right before a trio of shadows bounded over a fence just ahead and came at me. Three more emerged from a dark alley on the street’s other side. Dark robes, shaved heads, and tattoos on faces and arms summed up all six of them. The ones coming from across the street were far enough away that I’d only have the first three to worry about for the next few seconds. Those three were on me all at once, with kris knives flashing. The feeling that I’d stepped into something bigger just got worse.




    I deflected the first assassin’s blade with one of my own. He overextended himself, and while I was tempted to drive my other knife home and finish him, I had the other two to consider. I evaded the swing of the next and blocked the third, letting the man’s blade slide along mine before I sliced him across the face with a backhanded swipe. His cry of agony and backward motion were expected, which gave me enough room to turn my attention back to the first one. He tried some fancy move or other on me. I let him finish, then I took his feet out from under him and, before he’d hit the ground, slashed him across the throat. The second one lunged again. I cut his arm deep enough that he dropped his weapon by reflex. Bad move. I stuck my knife to the hilt into his abdomen, yanking it free as the last one standing tried to thrust his blade into my eye. A quick, hard slash lengthwise down his arm was my response. I wrapped an arm around his throat and finished him with a knife to the back just as the other three arrived on the scene. I expected them to realize that I’d just taken out their fellows without breaking a sweat and so turn tail and run. Instead, they kept coming. I backed away a little, giving myself some room. The three of them leaped over their fallen comrades as if they were refuse and nothing more. No flanking here; all three came straight at me with no hesitation. In the second before we clashed, I saw what drove these men. A light shone from their eyes, and it was not a nice, bright one, either. Their robes and tattoos pegged them as acolytes of one sort or another, while the feverish glint in their eyes reminded me of a certain zealot I’d killed recently for trying to bring the dead back to life.




    The furious nature of their assault limited my initial response as I deflected blades coming from all directions at once. It was an excellent strategy, meant to overwhelm me, though it was anything but intentional. These men were driven neither by tactics nor rational thought. Otherwise, they would have had enough sense not to test me after I’d already put down the others. Feeling a lesson wasted on them, I dealt with them cleanly and quickly. Their attacks were wild but slow, so the next time one reached in with his blade, I cut his arm to the bone. A thrust to the gut and another into his kidney finished him right before I spun him around and sent him flying into one of the others. While the one tried to disentangle himself from his dying fellow, I took out the other acolyte with a slash and stab to his throat. He fell to his knees, gasping as his lifeblood flowed from him. The last one should have taken that as his cue to flee. Instead, he flung himself at me with renewed fervor. I decided to spare him, not out of kindness or pity, but because I wanted to question him. I knocked his dagger aside, then rapped him across the head with the hilt of my knife. He went down, but he was only dazed and still had plenty of fight in him. I put my boot down on his weapon arm, neutralizing the threat from his dagger.




    “That’s enough of that,” I said.




    He agreed, but not completely, as he pulled a knife from beneath his robe with his free hand. I thought he meant to stab me with it, but he had other ideas. With a sneer across his face, he plunged it right into his chest. He gasped, then the sneer faded along with his life. I could do nothing but watch.




    Once he had expired and I’d gotten over the shock of what he’d just done, I searched him but found nothing worthwhile. I considered searching the others but was mindful of the city watch or someone else coming along. With so many bodies lying about, the less time I spent here, the better. But I at least gave their tattoos a thorough examination. The first had three separate but similar patterns running from the back of his neck, over the top of his skull, and to his forehead. Etched all in black, each patterned band comprised a series of circles and other geometrical shapes that converged into the largest of the tattoos right at the center of his forehead: a black sun with jagged edges and rays of darkness beaming out in all directions. The tattoos were the same on all the rest. None of it meant anything to me.




    I went back to the place where I’d just made the exchange. The acolytes or priests or whatever they were had attacked me because of the scroll. No other explanation made sense. But did they think I still had it in my possession, or were they trying to kill me simply because I knew about it? I had no answers but figured the man who’d hired me to steal it from Aravar might. Too bad I found him face down in the gutter a short distance from our meeting place. A quick examination revealed knife wounds in his back and the scroll case missing. Shaved heads, flame-bladed daggers, and a will to commit suicide not being the modus operandi of either the thieves’ guild or the Black Guard, I knew we had yet another player in the game. Whatever was written on that scroll must be damn important.




    I considered my options. My role in this was supposed to have concluded with the delivery of the scroll. But the zealots had all but voided that outcome. They’d come after me once. Nothing saying they wouldn’t do so again. Being hunted is an occupational hazard of mine. Kill enough people, and sooner or later, a relative or associate of the mark acts on compulsion by seeking revenge. But I’ll take vengeful aristocrats or members of the gentry—hell, even Black Guard mercs—over zealots any day of the week. At least they’re sane. But men like those I’d just faced? Their behavior went beyond simple insanity. In my experience, only gods or country motivated such conduct. Since I didn’t peg those baldies as having any sort of loyalty to the latter, it had to be the former.




    Religious fanatics were the worst kind, as far as I was concerned. The gods died out a long time ago, which didn’t keep people from believing in something, but it had put a damper on religion as a whole. Some legitimate churches remained, like Father Kem’s, a man I did some work for in the recent past, but most had been relegated to cult status, with minor and often insignificant followings. As for the gods themselves, people have taken to calling them the Old Gods. As far as I know, there haven’t been any new gods come round to step into their shoes, so no telling which dead one these fanatics had chosen as the object of their devotion.




    With seven bodies now lying about, I decided to move on sooner rather than later. I could figure out what to do about all this along the way. I knew I was going to have to do something. At the very least, I needed to know more about the men who had tried to kill me.




    Looking to lose myself amidst Alchester’s nooks and crannies, I took Bellevue Way through Low Town and down into Beggars’ Quarter. It’s a rough place at the best of times, but no one bothered me. It occurred to me that I wasn’t too terribly far from Brady’s apartment. Brady, Liz had said, would have been the man to fulfill the guild’s contract if I hadn’t beaten him to it. I considered paying him a visit to see what he knew, but I doubted he’d even been present when the deal had been brokered. That task would have fallen to one of Thjorn’s lackeys. All of which meant that if I wanted answers, I was going to have to visit Guild House.




    Guild House, or just the House to those in the know, is not a place one sneaks into if one values their life. So as I made my way through Beggars’ Quarter, I took wide, visible paths where I knew guild operatives watched my every step. Thjorn would know I was coming long before I was granted an audience with him. If I was granted an audience. He might just throw me in a pit for a few days as a lesson not to interfere, knowingly or not, in guild business. Liz had been right about his tolerance of me—let’s just say I’ve done a favor or two for him. But his generosity only went so far, especially considering how important this scroll was turning out.




    The House was in one of Alchester’s older neighborhoods. In this case, older didn’t mean run-down, for while the manors lining the curved, cobbled roads were of a more traditional style, with tall windows, flat roofs, and moss-covered brick, they and the grounds surrounding them were well kept. Guild House was no exception, though you wouldn’t know it from the street, given how well it was hidden behind its tall, ivy-covered wall.




    Two men at the gate confiscated my weapons. They had enough sense to remove my boot knives along with the obvious ones at my belt, but they completely missed the smaller gundi blades I had concealed up each arm. Amateurs. “I’ll want those back,” I said before one of them shoved me through the gate. It clanged shut behind me.




    Another pair escorted me in. The front of the main house was mostly dark and quiet, with only a few wisps of laughter and muffled conversation coming from an open window or two. I wasn’t led inside, but around and into a garden that stretched out into the evening darkness. Just when I thought I was headed for that pit in the ground, a small building materialized. It had the look of a guest house about it. I remembered the place from earlier visits back when Liz and I were an item, but I’d never been inside. I got that chance now. Within, a man I’d never seen before waited for me. He was the only one there.




    “Guess I’m not going to get to see Heavyhammer?” I asked him.




    The room was lavishly furnished with plush chairs facing an impressive desk and a fireplace that wasn’t lit. My escort had remained outside, so it was just the two of us.




    “No,” the man said, his voice flat and even-toned. He had dark, wavy hair, a dark mustache, and a goatee oiled to a point. Beneath a filigreed jacket, he wore a silk shirt with a ruffled cravat around his neck. He looked like a member of the gentry who was trying too hard to look like a member of the gentry.




    He gestured for me to sit in one of the chairs before he took a seat behind the desk. Placing both hands upon the desk’s surface, he said, “Master Targalas is otherwise occupied presently. My name is Gustav Preyton. I manage many of Master Targalas’s affairs, including the one I assume you are here about.”




    “Oh? You know why I’m here?”




    “Of course. You are here to hand over the item—a certain bone scroll case—which you procured from one Aravar Tillwood. As you know, guild contracts supersede all others. I know that our field agent made you aware that your contract conflicted with our own. Your presence here tells me you are aware of this precedent. Because you have come to us with it so quickly, we are willing to overlook any transgressions this matter may otherwise have caused.”




    How to break this to him? The direct approach had gotten me this far. “I don’t have it.”




    He blinked once. “Excuse me?”




    “You heard me.” I stood, perhaps too quickly, as Gustav leaned back hard enough to set the legs of his chair screeching across the wood floor. I kept myself from smirking only with great effort. “Thing is, Gustav—can I call you Gus?—I’d already given the scroll to the man who’d hired me and was on my way home when I was ambushed. My attackers gave my client the same treatment, though he didn’t come out of it as well as I did. They took the scroll. So, as I was saying, I don’t have it.”




    Gustav’s face took on a look of thoughtfulness. Or at least I thought that was what the pinched lips and narrowed brow were supposed to indicate.




    “Describe the ones who attacked you,” he said.




    I did. When I got to the part about tattoos, he cut me off.




    “Black sun on the forehead?”




    “That’s the one. Maybe you should tell me what you know.”




    I didn’t think he’d tell me anything. There’s no such thing as free information where the guild is concerned. So I was surprised and a little suspicious when he answered straight away.




    “They call themselves the Jakaree, the Bringers of the Dark Light. They are a religious sect devoted to a god whose identity remains somewhat of a mystery, though it hardly matters since the gods are all dead. Their leader is a man named Onius. He and the other Jakaree arrived in Alchester about a year ago from distant parts. Since that time, and until recently, they’ve kept to themselves. They have a compound at the city’s southern edge. One of the old Emory properties.”




    The Emory district was abandoned and mostly forgotten. Because of that, it was a better place than most to set up camp free from the prying eyes of others.




    “Until recently? What kind of noise have they been making besides waylaying honest businessmen like myself?”




    Gustav stood. “I’m not at liberty to divulge everything we have learned, but know that you and your client were not the only ones attacked tonight. An attempt was also made against the party which hired us.”




    “Jakaree?” As if I needed to ask.




    Gustav nodded. “Fortunately, our client—whose identity shall remain anonymous, of course—had adequate means of defense and so, like you, escaped unscathed.”




    “How did they even know to go after him?” He, or she, had been nowhere near the scroll.




    “That is something we are still endeavoring to determine.”




    I felt I’d learned enough. Time to go before I wore out my welcome. “You continue endeavoring. I, on the other hand, have other things to—”




    “Unfortunately, Mr…? There doesn’t seem to be a record of your name, as far as I can tell. Never mind. Keep your anonymity. But you’ll need to cancel whatever other plans you had this evening.”




    I waited for him to explain.




    “You have left us in a very undesirable position. Unlike yourself, when the guild commits to fulfilling a contract, we fulfill it.”




    He was referring to Abelard. Practice leniency one time, and the world never lets you forget it.




    He went on. “The guild has a reputation to uphold. Fortunately for you, you can help us maintain it. Since you no longer possess the item in question, we would like your aid in retrieving it. We would like for you to retrieve it tonight.”




    “You want me to steal it back? Why? Did Thjorn give your regular staff—you know, the ones who actually steal for a living—the night off? Surely, you’ve got someone better suited for this sort of job. Brady, for example. I hear he’s one of the best.”




    More like one of the worst, though I didn’t expect Gustav to acknowledge that. I’m not even sure why I mentioned the man’s name. Maybe I remembered what Liz had said about him needing the score. Maybe I was thinking about his kids. Maybe I didn’t want to get deeper into this mess and was thinking, Better Brady than me.




    “Mr. Marsh is capable, as are many others. But, given the situation, what with the involvement of religious zealots, we would prefer to use an asset outside of the organization to minimize guild participation in this matter. I am sure you understand.”




    I understood perfectly. It meant they were worried about retaliation from these Jakaree lunatics. From what I’d seen of them, I didn’t blame the guild one bit.




    “Of course,” Gustav said, “by ‘we,’ I mean Master Targalas. He is the one who suggested this plan and recommended you for the job. Please keep that fact in mind before you make your final decision.”




    I supposed I should feel flattered. Heavyhammer’s approval was not easily won, nor was it easily refused, if one valued their well-being. Realizing I had little choice in the matter, I let out a breath of resignation and accepted the job. Not half-heartedly, either. In my line of work, you’re committed, or you’re not. Going halfway only increases your chances of getting killed. With that in mind, I fell into my usual thought process when planning a job.




    “You said they took over one of the old Emory estates? Which one? I’d like a few days to scope the place out and—”




    “As I have already indicated, we wish this matter settled this very night.”




    “I suppose you’ll want me to deliver the case tied up with a bow, too?”




    Gustav’s lips curved in the slightest of smiles. “Given time and opportunity, the Jakaree might move the scroll beyond even the guild’s considerable reach. We cannot allow this.”




    “Tell me what else you know about the Jakaree, then.”




    Turns out he knew little more than what he’d already told me. Secretive bunch, those Jakaree. Smart, too, keeping quiet for so long while they went about their business. If I wanted to know anything more, I’d have to learn it firsthand. Gustav at least gave me some useful details concerning the estate they’d holed themselves up in, as well as a general description of Onius—shaved head, black sun tattoo, and maroon robes—which didn’t help at all since that’s how they’d all looked so far, and then only one detail remained.




    “This may not be my usual sort of job, but I still expect the same payment.”




    I didn’t think they’d pay me at all, but I also didn’t think it hurt to ask. He surprised me for a second time when he agreed.




    “You’ll have it, along with the appreciation of the guild.”




    Huh. Maybe I should have doubled—maybe even tripled—my fee.




    “Once the job is done, one of our agents will find you outside the compound. The exchange will be made then.”




    “How will I identify this person?”




    “I suspect you’ll know her on sight.”




    The same bruisers who had led me to the garden house ushered me back to the main gate. My weapons were returned right before another shove sent me back onto the street. The gate clanged shut again, and that was that.




    I looked up, gauging the time by the location of the moon’s sliver. A little after two o’clock. Plenty of time to infiltrate a den of zealots, steal back the scroll, and stop in at Lady Bellum’s for a nightcap. But only if I got a move on.




    About an hour later, I arrived at the edge of the old Emory estates. They’re a district unto themselves, named after the family of the same name, who once had owned all the land around this part of Alchester. But the area had been unoccupied since the conclusion of the Emory-Falstaff Wars. That conflict happened long before my time, but I knew from the stories that it had been an intra-city civil war between two of Alchester’s founding families. The feud had lasted long enough that the Emorys had felt the need to build a wall around this entire part of the city to protect themselves from the Falstaffs. But the Emorys must have fought amongst themselves as well because each estate—they’re more like small castles, actually—has its own wall, and there might once have been a moat or two for all I know. No one had lived at these estates for a long time except for vagrants and now, apparently, the Jakaree. Some stay away on account of the remoteness—it’s part of the city that’s long been neglected—but most avoid it because of the stories of Emory family ghosts haunting the place. Real or not, I’ve no quarrel with spirits this night. As long as they stay out of my way, I’ll gladly stay out of theirs.




    The ground, which sloped upwards before reaching the main Emory wall, was dotted with enough trees that I used them for cover as I made my approach. I was up and over the wall moments later, dropping into a crouch and not moving again until I was sure no one saw me. The Jakaree priests might occupy only one estate inside the Emory district, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t have roving scouts. I made my way through, rather than around, the first building I encountered. It was surrounded by a sorry excuse for a wall, which was the state of the house as well. Still, it was good cover as I slipped inside and exited the other end. After a bit more skulking across one property and then another, Gustav’s directions proved true as I stared at the wall to the Jakaree compound.




    “About time.”




    Elizabeth’s whisper came to me from behind a pile of discarded stones, where she crouched low and blended with the shadows. I settled next to her.




    “You’re early,” I said. “You’re supposed to meet me after I’ve retrieved the item.”




    “Change in plans,” she said.




    As before, she was dressed for nocturnal skulking, though now she’d a hood over her head and a sash covering all her face but for her eyes. This time, the hilts of her knives were easily visible at her belt. Her gaze never stopped scanning the top of the compound’s wall as she spoke.




    “Did Gustav mention anything about the Black Guard?”




    I had my face covered as well, so it was easiest to just shake my head in response. She noted the gesture from the periphery of her vision.




    “They know about the Jakaree stealing the scroll from you. They also know about this compound. They’re on their way here now to take the scroll back.”




    I found that…puzzling. Why was the Black Guard still interested in the scroll? Their involvement, as far as it was concerned, should have ended with their employer’s death. Unless their guarantee included recovering stolen items, which I didn’t think it did. Or unless Aravar hadn’t been their actual employer. The idea had merit. Aravar had money, but not the kind needed to maintain his own private security force. So maybe someone else had been paying the bills. Still was paying the bills, I corrected myself. Whoever this person was, he or she wanted the scroll as badly as all the other interested parties. But Black Guardsmen coming here didn’t change the job. It was still a sneak-and-grab. I said as much to Liz.




    “It’s not just a sneak-and-grab, you idiot.”




    Again with the name-calling.




    “Bad enough that every priest inside that compound is going to try to kill you,” she said. “What do you think the Black Guard will do once they realize who you are?”




    “I wasn’t planning on being seen, you know.”




    I scanned the wall with her, looking for any sign of a sentry. There were no lights along the wall or bobbing torches to give away a guard’s presence. The trick, then, was to use the night sky as a backdrop by looking for the silhouette of anything that passed in front of it. There might not be more than a sliver of a moon, but there were stars. Even so, I almost didn’t notice when a lone guard finally appeared. He was damn hard to make out, but I thought I saw the characteristic domed head of one of their priests. He walked steadily from left to right, then was gone. Now we had to wait to see how long it took him to return.




    Elizabeth, who had also seen the guard, spoke once he was out of sight. “You and I both know things rarely ever go as planned. You need someone to watch your back. I’m going with you.”




    “So the Jakaree and Black Guard can try to kill you as well? I appreciate you meeting me here with the warning, and I’ll thank Gustav for not telling me about the Guard sometime in the near future, but you know I work alone.”




    “Not always.”




    She had me there. We’d pulled a few jobs together back in the day. In truth, we worked well together professionally. Just not so much personally. Still, I wasn’t comfortable having her accompany me on this one. I knew she could handle herself in a scrape, but she was no killer. Not unless her back was to the wall, anyway. I had a feeling if she waited that long on this job, it might be too late.




    “Things could get tricky real fast in there, Liz. The Jakaree give new meaning to the word ‘fanatic.’ Since you seem to know more than I do about all of this, you probably already know that six of them waylaid me earlier. All six are dead, and it wasn’t for lack of mercy on my part. They kept coming until I had no choice but to put them down. If I’m discovered, and the mercs arrive right at the wrong time, it’ll be chaos. The situation may call for steps you aren’t willing to take.”




    She turned to look at me, not speaking until I met her gaze with my own.




    “I’m prepared to take whatever steps are necessary. I’m not letting you go in there alone, and that’s final.”




    Her words, and those eyes of hers, silenced any more protests, so I said only, “I’m touched by your concern for my well-being.”




    Inside, I was still trying to figure out her gesture. When Liz and I split up over a year ago, it wasn’t exactly under amicable terms. We hadn’t seen each other since, so for her to come back into my life so abruptly and with such concern for me was, at best, suspicious. At worst? I didn’t want to think about that. Liz might be a thief, but she wasn’t so dishonest that she’d set me up or lead me into a trap. I did think she’d hold information back, though. As we got back to business, I resigned to keep an eye on her until this was over.




    The priest on the wall walk strode by again. A minute thirty, with no other guards in sight. Plenty of time to get over the wall and drop into the compound with no one the wiser.




    We waited for him to make another round. While we did, we discussed our plan. Beyond the wall, we saw a tower rising high into the night sky. It was the tallest structure in sight and, high places creating the perception of security and all, the most likely place we’d find the scroll. The tower was, therefore, our target.




    As soon as the guard passed by again, we moved. I reached the wall first, whereupon I used my fingers and the toes of my shoes inserted into mortar gaps to climb. I didn’t hear Liz behind me, but I knew she was there. She was as quiet as they came. At the top of the wall, I didn’t see our sentry, so I pulled myself up onto the narrow walkway and lowered myself down the wall’s other side. Back on the ground, I made myself small while I waited for Liz to join me. If I hadn’t been looking for her, I might never have known she was there as she fell in beside me. I began to wonder if I shouldn’t have sent her in on her own.




    I gestured at a guard I saw across the yard who had his back to us. Liz saw him, too. We stayed low, sticking to the wall until we reached an unhitched wagon, which provided cover while we scoped out the way ahead. One more priest, across the way. He faced our direction but remained none the wiser regarding our presence, even as we raced low through the dark to the edge of the main house, where we discovered another structure in back. Longer than it was wide, it was maybe a story and a half in height, with stone walls and a nondescript flat roof. Two flaming braziers—the only light I’d seen so far—were at its entry. I didn’t see anyone coming or going, but I heard a sound coming from within that sounded a lot like chanting.




    The tower was equidistant from the main house and the apparent Jakaree place of worship. It had a lovely little copse of trees around it, which, after we were sure the way was clear, supplied a nice bit of cover as we made our way to the tower’s base. A door was located front and center—too bad we had no plans to use it. Instead, we went around the opposite side, using the thick branches of the trees to conceal our initial ascent as we started up. I’d kill to be able to use my grappling hook and a rope or, even better, have an airship drop us off on the roof. But the tower rose too high for a grapple throw, and I hadn’t had the foresight to arrive in style. So we did it the old-fashioned way, with fingers, toes, and straining muscles. I led, though halfway up, I felt I might be slowing Liz down. But I’d already done this once tonight back at Aravar’s, I reminded myself. Such thoughts soothed my ego the rest of the way up.




    Once I’d gained the rooftop, I felt a break was in order, so I slumped into a sitting position while the sweat soaking me sent a chill up and down my spine. Liz dropped down next to me, her only sign of fatigue a slight heaving of her chest. She made no complaints about the rest, though she made better use of the time than I did, inspecting the lock on the rooftop access door. By the time I moved to join her, she already had her tools out and had started working on it. A few minutes later, the lock was picked. The tower’s occupants had the foresight to bar the door from the inside as well, but Liz, who was as experienced as they came, had a tool for that as well.




    Cracking the door, we peered down into darkness. A wooden ladder led into what was probably a little-used storage area. We took the ladder, closing the rooftop door behind us. I took out a glow-stick, removed the separator tab, and shook it to get the alchemicals within good and mixed up. The resulting light was enough for us to find a door leading out. Towers tend to have spiral stairs. This one was no exception. There were no other rooms at this highest level, just the narrow stone stairs, so we took them down to the next floor. The glow-stick revealed a circular chamber about ten paces across, the exterior of which was lined with doors. Each was shut tight, with no light leaking from underneath to indicate the presence of any occupants. The stairs kept winding around, leading us down to the next floor, where the dim light from a single torch proved a sufficient substitute for my glow-stick. There being no ‘off’ button on a glow-stick, I left it on the stairs where its light blended with the torch's. It would exhaust its supply of alchemical fuel soon enough.




    This floor was unoccupied as well, despite there being several rooms off the central chamber. I had no idea how many Jakaree were in the compound, but it didn’t surprise me that the highest rooms in the tower were empty. No one enjoys having to climb so many steps regularly. Still, someone came up here to keep torches lit since we found more and more of them as we continued our descent.




    We were between floors when we heard a sound too faint to identify. It wasn’t getting closer, so we kept moving until we saw a half-open door with flickering light beaming out. I heard the noise again. A scratching sound, like a quill on parchment, and a chair pushed back so its legs scraped against the wood floor. Footsteps sounded, too, cautioning us to pad forward till we were at either side of the doorway. Papers were shuffled, pages turned, and then the person within returned to the chair, and we heard the quill scratching away again.




    I peered inside, seeing a study or library with a single figure sitting at a desk. His bald head was down as he wrote on a piece of parchment. His head kept moving to his left, his gaze straying over a scroll held flat by weights. Next to that scroll was the bone case I’d stolen from Aravar.




    I leaned back, slipping one of my shorter, killing knives from its sheath. The motion proved a sufficient signal to Liz as to my next move. We’d both go in, but I’d be the one to do what was necessary if it came to that. It didn’t. The man, who was less energetic than the ones who had attacked me on the streets, was so engrossed with his work that he never even saw us coming. Rather than risk spattering the documents on the desk with blood, I rapped him over the head with the hilt of my knife before easing his body to the floor.




    While I occupied myself with that business, I assumed Liz would gather up the scroll. I was wrong. She’d come into the room right behind me but hadn’t gone further than a few steps. Instead, she’d become completely captivated by whatever was on the wall to her right. I looked to see what had her so fascinated.




    Drawings and schematics covered the entire wall. Of varying sizes, each was drawn in exquisite detail. Liz seemed interested in all of them, while I found my attention drawn solely to the largest one right at the wall’s center. It detailed a superstructure of gears, cylinders, and other components whose names and functions I couldn’t guess, all surrounding a sun-shaped object that looked an awful lot like the black sun tattoo I’d seen on the Jakaree priests’ foreheads. I tore my gaze from that one drawing to give the others a more thorough look. They were more of the same, though these had other configurations, and none had the sun at its center like the largest one.




    Liz stepped closer to the wall. “What in Uhl is all this?”




    I looked at the papers on the desk. The one I’d stolen from Aravar wouldn’t have looked out of place pinned to that wall. It looked like the priest I’d knocked out had been using it as a reference, for his parchment had the beginnings of yet another device on it. I lifted it to get a better look, but after only a few seconds realized that now wasn’t the time. We were here to recover Aravar’s scroll, not gawk at a wall of mechanical gibberish or figure out what the Jakaree were up to. I furled the scroll up and slipped it into its case.




    “I’ve got the scroll, Liz. Let’s go.”




    She nodded, her attention still on the diagrams. It took another priest entering the room to finally break her concentration from them.




    He came in unsuspecting, his full attention on a small mechanical device he carried in both hands. “If we adjust the modulators, then the barrier’s resistance—”




    This was the first time I’d heard one of the priests speak. He did so with a strange accent, and I bet he was about to say something very insightful. But then he looked up and saw the two of us. The shock of discovering two intruders was enough to make anyone panic. This one didn’t disappoint. The black sun tattoo on his forehead turned into a furrowed mess as his eyes went wide, his brow rose in surprise, and he took an involuntary step backward. If I hadn’t put my knife away, I would have flung it at him. Liz, whose reaction time was better than good, took care of the priest for me. Spinning around, she leveled a kick into his midsection that doubled him over and sent him staggering back out the doorway.




    Everything would have been fine if he’d crumpled to the ground beyond the threshold. But Liz kicked him too hard. Once past the doorway, he tripped, fell over, rolled, and went right back down the main stairs. He was too discombobulated to shout anything coherent, but I didn’t think it mattered, given the ruckus he made as he tumbled down the steps. The device he’d been carrying went with him, its clattering distinct from the man’s grunts and yelps of pain.




    No words passed between Liz and me. We both knew the gig was up. I drew my long, curved knives, and then we went out together, wasting no time as we followed in the wake of the tumbling priest. We found him right on the next floor. He wasn’t moving, which was good for us. But two more Jakaree with clubs at their belts had come to see what the commotion was all about. They got over their surprise at seeing us much better than the other one had, showing no hesitation as they charged. I took the initiative, meeting them halfway as I ducked under the clumsy swing of the first, slashing him deeply as I passed. I blocked the blow of the second and gave him the same treatment as the first. Neither was a killing stroke, but it gave each of them something else to think about while I spun around, stabbed one in the back, then slashed the other across the throat. It was over for them, just like that.




    “Let’s get moving,” I said to Liz.




    Expecting more guards, we descended to the next level. I didn’t hear anyone stomping toward us, though, so as we came upon a window halfway between floors that looked out over the compound, I stopped to reconnoiter the area. There was the main house, with lights shining here and there, but with none of the sort of activity I’d expect to see had someone sounded the alarm. I saw the place of worship, too, which had a rectangular opening in the roof. Not a small rectangle, either, but one wide enough that there almost wasn’t a roof at all. Damnest thing, too, for right through the center of that opening, I saw a machine that looked very much like the one we just saw on display on the study wall. Light from torches held by Jakaree priests standing all around it made its metal shine. Or maybe it gave off a glow of its own as its componentry spun and whirled around the exact thing I was hoping wouldn’t be there: a ball of energy so dark it was a sphere of utter blackness amidst the machine’s otherwise metallic sheen.




    Liz saw it from over my shoulder. I couldn’t see much more than her eyes, with her mask covering everything else, but her narrowed brow told me she was very interested in what we saw. Too interested, I thought. Before I could question her, she cut me off.




    “We’ve got company.”




    I was ready for more priests, but that wasn’t what she meant. She had her head turned, listening, and I heard it now, too. Shouts came from the direction of the compound’s gate, and steel rang on steel. The Black Guard had arrived. Good. We could use the chaos they brought with them to cover our escape.




    No one greeted us on the next floor. Doors were closed, and the stairs wound around and around as they led us down to the next level. Still, there were no further Jakaree obstacles to overcome. Another floor of nothing, and I got the feeling that most of the priests were in the place of worship, watching their machine do its thing.




    We finally saw another priest posted at the tower’s exit. He proved a slight distraction for me as Liz slid past and went to the door. Before the priest’s body had hit the ground, she gave me the all-clear, and out we went.




    It had been quiet when we’d come in. No longer. Jakaree streamed from the roofless building, disappearing into the dark as they ran to stop the Black Guard invaders. In the distance, but drawing closer, we heard the sounds of battle. We made ourselves small, hiding amidst the tower’s trees as we watched the flow of priests leaving the place of worship diminish to a trickle. I had the utmost confidence in the Black Guard and their ability to win the day, or night as the case may be, so I didn’t think it a good idea for us to stick around any longer than necessary and risk them finding us.




    I turned to Liz to point toward our escape route, but she wasn’t there. Not next to me or even close, but slinking toward the Jakaree holy place.




    Part of me wasn’t surprised. I no longer had any doubt that she knew something. I considered grabbing her and, if necessary, dragging her back over the compound wall. As I followed in her footsteps, that’s what I half intended to do. But she was already too close to the Jakaree building. A commotion would only alert any priests remaining inside to our presence. I reached her before she did anything stupid, squeezing her arm to get her attention while I motioned back the way we’d come. She shook my hand loose in response and, drawing one of her knives, padded along the exterior wall toward the building’s entrance.




    I shook my head. This was why Liz and I never worked out. Not because we disagreed about things from time to time, though we did often enough, but because she always knew something that I didn’t. It had been aggravating then, and it was aggravating now. More aggravating, actually, because we were right in the thick of it, with an easy way out, and here she was, dragging me in deeper. I wasn’t going to leave her, though, which I think she knew. I shook my head again. She was taking advantage of my chivalry, plain and simple.




    I let Liz lead since she seemed to have some idea about what we were walking into. The sounds of battle from across the compound were very close now. It seemed a strange show of force on the Black Guard’s part just to retrieve a single scroll, but then nothing had seemed normal this night. No more time for idle thought as Liz slipped inside. I was right behind her, long knives ready.




    My attention was immediately drawn to the machine and the ebon sun at its center. It had four legs supporting a circular base, the surface of which was ringed with vertical prongs that surrounded and seemed to contain the dark circle of energy. The sphere was not smooth but a crackling ball, shifting and shimmering, while three distinct metallic bands spun around it on as many different axes. Neither the sun nor the bands had any physical connection to one another, but the machine shook and vibrated all the same. It remained in place only because someone had bolted each leg to the floor.




    All but four priests had left to deal with the Guardsmen. Those who remained had taken stations around the machine, as if they meant to guard it until it finished whatever it was doing. Those four saw us, but only the two closest moved to engage. Liz took the first. I took the next. Mine had a wild look in his eye as he raised his kris. I was more than surprised to find him a more worthy opponent than the others I’d faced so far. Nothing about his appearance marked him as unique, yet something about how he handled himself told me he was. His attack suggested skill but also discipline. He was holding something back as he gauged my worth as an opponent. This was not the tactic of the zealots I’d come to know.




    I found my earlier reservations concerning Liz misplaced as she rapidly dispatched her opponent with knife slashes to his chest, abdomen, and, finally, neck. His death prompted the other two to leap into the fray. One headed for Liz. The other, for me. By a stroke of luck, and probably a desire to make me look bad, Liz finished off her new assailant right away, while here I was still trying to do away with my first. But this one was definitely different from the others. Stronger, faster, more calculating. I’m not saying he would’ve had me—we seemed evenly matched—but external forces came into play just then, so I’ll never know for sure. When I say external forces, I’m talking about Black Guard mercenaries, whose rush onto the scene was preceded by a scattering of Jakaree priests fleeing ahead of them. With so many others streaming between us, my exchange with the unique one ended as we were separated. But, as is sometimes the case, when one opportunity is lost, another rises to take its place. In this case, that opportunity came in the form of a Black Guardsman who wore a mail shirt and a helmet like the others but had a captain’s insignia fixed to a black sash hanging across his chest. One look was all it took for him to recognize me. He pointed the tip of his sword straight at my heart.




    “You!”




    Other Guardsmen took notice. Enough that I turned and ran rather than face a host of mercenaries all by my lonesome. Turns out the priests weren’t exactly in a full rout. Many had turned to square off against the mercs rather than surrender more ground. At least their bravado gave me and Liz time to get the hell out of there.




    The Black Guard captain got caught up in the melee between his men and the Jakaree, so I was safe from him for the moment. It took no time at all to find Liz, especially since she’d come to a stop right in front of the machine. A priest dove in to take a swing at her, so I disemboweled him, kicking his body away when I was done. Liz was so engrossed I don’t think she even noticed. She’d found a thick, iron pole somewhere that she held poised over her shoulder as if it was a spear.




    “What exactly are you doing?” I asked her.




    She ignored me, so I figured it out on my own. She was studying the timing of the contraption’s rotation. Before I could say anything else, she threw the pole straight into the heart of the machine’s motion. Not only had she timed it perfectly, but the pole actually stopped the motion with a deafening clang that drew the attention of every single person in the room. Across the way, I spotted the priest who’d given me so much trouble. Others looked to him for direction. So there was something special about this one. This must be Onius, I realized, the Jakaree’s high priest. Onius gestured for the others to continue the fight with the mercs while he approached me and Liz. I moved to intercept, but I was immediately cut off by a maelstrom of daggers and swords. Onius saw my dilemma and came around the machine’s other side. Meanwhile, I squared off against the Black Guard’s captain once more. Only this time, we were almost face-to-helmet. He didn’t waste time with words as he swung his long sword at my head. I ducked and rolled, coming up running as I slipped through the other combatants on my way back to Liz.




    Amidst the chaos, I heard the machine emit a horrible groan. I had no idea what was happening over there and no time to look, as another Guardsman swung at me. I backpedaled, neither wishing to engage someone in chain mail nor wanting to kill the man. They already had enough reasons to want me dead, so I wasn’t about to give them more. But they might not give me a choice. One purposely shoved a pair of priests out of the way to get to me, and another merc was behind me, blocking my way. I supposed I’d have to engage them after all. I’m not sure who would’ve had the worst of it, but fortunately, I didn’t have to find out, for just then, the machine came back to life. This time, it was a spectacle. I heard the iron rod snap and the machine whirling back into motion as lightning-like flicks of dark energy shot out in every direction. They were random and impossible to dodge. One shot out in front of me, bringing with it the smell of something pungent and smoky as it engulfed the merc before me in a shell of blackest energy. He vanished, only a haze of smoke remaining behind to mark his passing. I backed away. But where was I going to go? Others had seen it, too. They ran. I wanted to join them, but I had to get to Liz.




    I spotted Onius right by the device and almost on her now. If she realized the danger, she paid no attention as she raised another of the iron poles over the machine, ready to drive it home. I ran, but so did Onius. In that last moment, with dark fingers of lightning-like energy shooting in all directions, he dove at Liz. I did the only thing I could. I leaped straight for him, knowing full well that our momentum would carry us directly into the fulcrum of the chaos. I figured, best case, broken bones. Worst case, I wouldn’t be around any longer to worry about it. Or maybe Liz would stop the mechanism’s motion just in time.




    No such luck.




    As I hit Onius full-on, I remember seeing the machine’s metallic bands and other machinery spinning to meet us, then everything went dark. I hadn’t lost consciousness, though, because I was aware, for the briefest instant, of a cold so penetrating that it cut right to the center of my bones. Darkness, too, so dark I’d never seen such pure black. Then the cold and darkness were gone, and I was back inside the Jakaree’s holy place. The high priest was next to me, feeling the same piercing pain in every part of his body that I did as we writhed on the floor together.




    Somehow, amidst the pain, I realized the device’s motion had stopped again. This time, Liz had a handful of the poles jammed in there. It seemed to hold, though the machine was none too pleased with the situation. It bucked and hissed as the black energy sphere lost cohesiveness. Liz was at my side then, helping me to stand. Good thing, too, because I couldn’t do it on my own.




    “We’re leaving,” she said.




    Somehow, she got us through the chaos and outside. It helped that everyone was running from the building with reckless abandon. Something was happening. I only realized what after the concussive force of the machine’s explosion slammed me to the ground. Liz got us up again. I ventured a glance back, but it was all darkness and smoke.




    We met no resistance as we went back to our point of entry. The front gate would have been a nice leisurely walk with no more climbing, but the Black Guard wouldn’t have left it unguarded. Liz had to almost carry me to the wall, but by the time we reached it, I felt I’d regained enough stamina to lift myself over with only a little help.




    We headed in a straight line away from the Jakaree compound, stopping at the run-down mansion I’d passed through earlier to allow me time to finish recovering. My strength returned steadily, and the pain, like a thousand tiny icicles piercing my skin, soon diminished to almost nothing. Still, I had the memory of those brief seconds rattling around in my head. Mostly, there’d been darkness, but not only that. I’d seen something else, too, right at the end. Something I didn’t want to think about just then, or maybe ever.




    Liz was looking at me funny. I knew she wanted to know. Well, I wasn’t telling.




    She pulled down the sash covering her mouth, and asked, “How are you feeling?”




    “Better.” As I slumped into a crouch, I realized I should be the one asking the questions. Curiosity alone hadn’t led Liz into that building. “What the hell was all that?”




    She didn’t respond right away. She was leaning against the wall with her arms crossed, probably trying to decide how best to answer or if she should answer at all. I wasn’t planning on allowing her to leave without at least telling me something. Finally, she sighed and said, “I didn’t come here strictly on guild business. Another organization asked me to accompany you to do some reconnaissance.”




    So much for all the concern about my well-being and talk of watching my back.




    “They call themselves the Warders.”




    “Never heard of them.”




    “They’re mixed up with the Jakaree. Have been for a long time. They followed them here from the Freelands.”




    The Freelands. A hodgepodge of independent provinces and principalities fancying themselves ‘free’ because they’ve sworn loyalty to neither king nor god. It seemed an ironic place for a religious sect to go about their business.




    “The Warders are engaged in a secret war with the Jakaree. They have a difference in…ideologies.”




    “Care to elaborate?”




    “I’m not sure I can. To tell you the truth, before tonight, I thought most of what they’d told me was so much nonsense, but the money was good, and the jobs were easy. But now, I’m not so sure what to think.”




    “You can think about answering my questions.” My tone had more than a hint of irritation in it. “What exactly were the Jakaree doing with that machine? And what did Aravar’s scroll have to do with it? And what’s the Black Guard’s interest?”




    “I don’t know anything about the machine, and that’s the truth. The Warders exist to keep the Jakaree in check, if not to outright destroy them, so when I saw the machine active, I knew the Warders would want me to stop it. And so I did.”




    “You expecting a bonus for showing extra initiative?”




    She looked thoughtful for a moment. “Yes, actually. I might even be able to negotiate something for you.”




    “Thanks, but no thanks.” I needed more time to sort all this out before taking money from people I knew nothing about. Not that I didn’t do it as a matter of routine on any given day, but this wasn’t any given day. I stood, finding my balance restored. All but the last lingering touches of the pain were gone now, too. “What about the rest of it, then? What were the Black Guard after?”




    “They wanted the scroll back, and the machine if they could have taken it from the Jakaree. I’m sure you know they weren't working for Aravar. They’re on the payroll of another entity, the Progressives.”




    Another association unknown to me. I must fraternize in the wrong social circles.




    “Let me guess. Their ideology conflicts with the others as well, except everyone wants the scroll.”




    “Yes. I don’t know any more about what’s written on it than you do. What I do know is that the Jakaree wanted it bad enough to kill to get it, and to silence anyone who knew about it. Based on things I’ve heard the Warders say, that machine was probably only one step of many in the Jakaree’s plans.”




    “I think you set them back some.”




    Liz shrugged. Then, before I could continue my line of questioning, she said, “I know you want to know more, but right now, I can’t tell you anything else. I’m honestly not sure how much the Warders would want you to know.”




    I wasn’t sure how much more I wanted to know. But I didn’t think I was done with this business, so I would want answers…eventually.




    “I have some questions of my own for the Warders,” Liz said. “Questions I didn’t even think to ask before tonight. Maybe once I’ve gotten some of those answered, I can tell you more.”




    “Fair enough.” Sensing our time was drawing to a close, I took the scroll case from my belt. “I suppose you’ll be wanting this?” I said, flipping it to her. She plucked it out of the air. “It sounds like you’ve made up your mind about who gets it. What do you plan on telling the guild? They have a client who is expecting it too, you know.”




    In all, four distinct entities wanted the scroll: the Jakaree, the Warders, the Progressives, and a yet-to-be-revealed person who’d had the sense to avoid direct involvement altogether so far.




    “I can handle the guild.”




    “Just don’t pin it on me. I did my job.”




    She smirked. “Don’t worry. It won’t get back to you. Promise.”




    Memories of that dark place wouldn’t leave my mind, so I felt compelled to ask, “What will the Warders do with it?”




    “They’ll destroy it, just like they destroy anything that interests the Jakaree.”




    “How can you be so sure?”




    “Because they’re the ones who hired you to kill Aravar. And I think…Aravar may have been a trial run. I think they wanted to see what you could do. That’s how they initiated contact with me at first. They may want you to go after Onius. They’ve tried taking him out before but obviously have not succeeded.”




    It’s nice to know I have future employment possibilities.




    Liz pushed away from the wall, looking like she meant to approach me. But then she stopped and narrowed her gaze. “You know, you and Onius went in one side of the machine and came out the other.”




    I took in a deep breath and let it out. “Yes, I know.”




    That was all I planned on saying about that. For the time being, she had her secrets, and I had mine, and Liz not pressing me meant we’d leave it at that.




    She approached me then, looking straight into my eyes before she leaned in and kissed me full on the lips. She pulled away only reluctantly, or at least that’s how it seemed.




    “I know you probably don’t believe me,” she said, “but I meant what I said about watching your back. The Warders were only part of the reason I went in there with you.”




    I nodded, neither believing nor disbelieving her right now. I’d figure it out later.




    She put the scroll away. It was as good a sign as any that it was time to go.




    “You all right to make it out of here on your own?” she asked. “It wouldn’t hurt for us to split up.”




    “I’ll be fine. Already feel like my old self again.”




    “Good. Make sure you stay that way. I have a feeling we may find ourselves working with one another again. Maybe even soon.”




    “Thanks for the warning.”




    She smiled, then she turned and left.




    I didn’t stick around much longer, either. Exiting the mansion, I saw the sun’s first rays beaming over the city. I waited, staring into its red-orange brilliance until it hurt my eyes. I wanted it to burn away the memories of that cold, piercing darkness, but if Liz’s smile wasn’t enough, what good was a flaming ball floating across the sky going to do?




    Before I set out, I made sure the other scroll case I’d secreted away remained secure. You see, while Liz was so enraptured by the diagrams on that study wall, I was stuffing the parchment I’d first picked up into Aravar’s bone case and the original scroll into another. The one I’d given her was, of course, not the genuine article. It never hurt having a decoy, though I didn’t think I’d be using it on Liz. But then, things hadn’t exactly gone down the way I’d expected either. She’d make sure something was inside the case before handing it over to her employer, but she wouldn’t know how to spot it as a fake.




    The Warders, however, were another story. They’ll figure it out soon enough, and then I expect they’ll come around to pay me a visit. I’ll be ready for them, just as I’ll be ready for Onius, if he’s even still alive, and the Black Guard, too. I got a good look into their captain’s eyes. He wasn’t going to let this one go easily.




    As I left the Emory estates behind and got myself to more familiar ground, I stayed in the light and shied away from shadows. This night of zealotry might be over, but I had a feeling it would not be my last.


  




  

    Act IV




    The Goddard Affair
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    I TOOK THE MARK OUT from behind. A gloved hand over his mouth, my knife into his back, and it was all over for him.




    “Make it look like a robbery,” my client had said.




    So I hid inside the closet in Reynold Morgan’s study until he’d had enough of nodding off at his desk to finally call it a night. He’d made it halfway across the room when I sprang on him and took care of business. I waited until he’d expired to ease his body down—I didn’t want him thrashing about or hitting the floor with a thump—before fulfilling the rest of my client’s orders: make it look like the mark had surprised a burglar in the act, tried to stop him, and paid for his efforts with his life. The single wound to the back wasn’t enough to satisfy that requirement, so I stabbed him in the chest twice and sliced cuts onto one arm and both his hands. I wouldn’t win any contests, but it was good enough.




    The man who’d hired me hadn’t been specific about what to take, only that the items should be business-related. So I rifled through the desk drawers, took some random papers, and, last, grabbed the ledger the mark had left open on the desk. I knew from my research that Mr. Morgan had dealt in the production and sale of various commodity goods, so the theft of his records pointed the finger at one or more professional rivals. Nothing out of the ordinary as far as business went in Alchester, and little chance anyone would suspect the crime was more personal in nature. Given the ruse my client had instructed me to stage, I didn’t see how it was anything but personal. But the reasons a client wants someone dead aren’t always relayed to me, and since it’s not my business to ask, I don’t.




    With the job done, it was time for me to leave. The residence’s only other occupant, the wife, retired early most nights, and since it had all gone down with nary a shout of alarm nor scream of pain, I didn’t expect any trouble from her as I made my way out of the study, down the hallway, and to the same guest bedroom window I’d come in through earlier. From there, it was an easy drop into a tangle of shrubbery, a quick jog down a darkened alley, and, after a quick removal of my mask, just like that, I was back on the street as if out for nothing more than an evening stroll. A very late evening stroll, dressed all in black, with padded shoes and half a dozen weapons concealed throughout my person, but a stroll nonetheless.




    I saw few others out and about at this late hour. A gent, hands in his coat pockets and his top hat pulled low, hardly glanced my way. Some others—a couple, drunk and giggling, and a group of young rabble-rousers out for a bit of mayhem—also paid me little heed. The night felt cool but comfortable, though I expected that to change over the coming weeks as the southerly winds sweeping in from the sunbaked Vernesse Steppes shifted, allowing the blustery chill of the Ugulls to gain its seasonal, icy grip on the city. Winter was coming, and with it, my busy season, for as the days grew shorter and the nights longer, the gentry of Alchester, grown bored and desultory, would turn their attention from the seasonal slowdown in trade to a different sort of business, namely the settling of a year’s worth of scores. Not that I wasn’t busy all year round trying to keep things evened up for anyone with the coin and the will to hire me, but the colder months bring with them a greater than usual desire amongst some to right the wrongs of the year with blood. I’m sure a poet or philosopher would find the subject a rich one. As the person doing the killing, I try not to think too hard about my clients’ motivations. I provide a service, nothing more. Ordinarily, I’ve no personal stake in any of it. Ordinarily, but not always.




    I usually liked to settle into Lady Bellum’s for an hour or two after a job. At one time, it was a celebration of sorts. A congratulatory gesture for a job well done. Now it was just part of the ritual. Not tonight, though. Right now, I have other business in Dover Heights, a quiet neighborhood a few blocks of easy walking away. I followed the line of the first wall I came across as it curved around the property of one particular estate. I’d been here a few times before, always clandestinely, except for that one time when I’d arrived as a guest of the property’s owner. On that occasion, I’d been in disguise, with a contract to kill the man who lived here. All had worked out in the end, meaning Abelard Whitfield had survived our encounter, and I’d come away with something for my trouble.




    Once I’d pulled myself up and over the wall, I found myself greeted by a dark and sleepy house. From there, some skulking found me at the manor’s service entrance. Since I’d threatened his life that night, Abelard had kept every door and window locked tight. I didn’t think he was concerned about keeping me out so much as some new assassin hired by the same person who’d taken the contract out on him in the first place. Never mind that the original contract had finally been canceled. For Abelard, the realization that someone had wanted him dead had brought about a change in him. Such knowledge would change anyone. Sometimes for the better, sometimes not. In Abelard’s case, the jury was still out. But the man had a fear in him now. The kind of fear that kept him locking every door and window regardless of the time of day, made him look over his shoulder whenever he was out and about, and hopefully had him thinking twice about ever repeating the mistake which had originally gotten him into trouble.




    As for keeping doors and windows locked tight at all hours, I applauded Abelard for his efforts, though such precautions were wasted on a professional like myself. At one side of the service entrance was a drainage pipe I used to climb to the first-story roof. From there, I crept up the slanted shingles to a window set into a gable. The window overlooked an upstairs reading room. Despite its precarious height relative to the floor inside, it was locked. Abelard didn’t know that these particular windows had faulty hinges. The point of my knife inserted just so, a quick lift, and the entire window came loose. It was tricky putting it back into place once I was inside and hanging from the ledge, but I’d used this method to gain entry to the house several times before, so I’d gotten rather good at it.




    The hour was late, and with no visible lights, I figured I’d find Abelard asleep in his bedroom, dreaming dreams of golden crowns and silver denars. Sure enough, he lay in his four-poster bed, snoring loud enough to wake the dead. I pulled over a chair, making no effort to keep the legs from screeching across the wood floor. The noise didn’t even cause a ripple in his breathing. I sat, hoping the thump of my feet propped on the bed would wake him. When that didn’t work, I leaned in and gave him a good shake. That finally woke the old moneygrubber. He shot upright, blinking to clear away the haze of sleep as he struggled to determine if I was a friend or foe.




    “Relax,” I said. “It’s me.”




    Once recognition set in, he sighed with relief. “So it is, so it is. How did you . . . ? Never mind.” He propped himself up with the aid of a few pillows. “I tried remaining awake to wait for you, but alas, it’s been a long and arduous day, and these tired bones of mine demanded rest.”




    If Abelard sought sympathy, he was looking in the wrong place. But if he’d truly been busy today, maybe he’d done as I’d asked. “Does that mean you have something for me?”




    “Indeed! Indeed, I do!”




    He rolled out the other side of the bed, draping a robe around his fat, naked body. While I thanked the Old Gods for small favors, he went to the fireplace to rekindle what remained of a few dying embers. He tossed in some more wood, pulled two chairs close, then gestured at me to sit while he went to a cabinet.




    “Brandy?”




    Before I could reply, he poured each of us a glass. Once we’d settled in, he spoke.




    “I did as you asked and looked into those organizations.”




    “And?”




    He sniffed. “And I wish to confirm... . Is our new arrangement still valid, even if I haven’t all the information you requested?”




    “As long as you have something, the new arrangement is valid.”




    The old arrangement called for the delivery of one bottle of Abelard’s special vintage made to me every week for five years. The new one called for considerably less. But it’d be worth the change in terms as long as he’d found something out.




    “A bottle a week for the rest of the year,” I said. “After that, you’re off the hook.”




    Abelard smiled, his bulbous cheeks growing rosy with pleasure.




    I allowed him his moment, but that was all. “Now, my information?”




    “Yes, of course!” He sat straighter in his chair. “The organizations you inquired about. Each is secretive in its own way. I learned nothing about one of them, something about another, and a bit more about the third.”




    A couple of weeks back, I’d taken a job. Unbeknownst to me then, the mark had been working for a group called the Progressives. By the end of that particular episode, I’d also learned the names of two other organizations. The Jakaree and Warders. I’d never heard of them, but current circumstances dictated I learn all I could about all three. Two of them—the priests of the Jakaree and the Progressives, through their military arm, the Black Guard—wanted me dead. The third’s intentions remained uncertain, though I hadn’t done the Warders’ agent any favors during our brief partnership. Though I had expected some form of contact from any or all of the organizations since that time, there’d been none. Their silence heightened my curiosity, so I’d put out feelers, trying to learn the word on the street about them. I turned to Abelard only after my efforts had yielded unsatisfactory results. As someone engaged in various businesses, some legitimate but most not, Abelard possessed a network of connections far exceeding my own.




    “Tell me,” I said, my gaze fixed on the fire’s dancing flames. “Start with the one you learned the least about.”




    “The Warders. Their name means ‘ones who guard.’”




    “Extremely enlightening. Hopefully, you learned more than that.”




    “A little. Their presence here in Alchester is small, but they’ve been slowly enlisting the aid of others as contractors, if you will. They arrived in our fair city about the same time as the Jakaree priests, about a year ago, by most people’s reckoning. The two groups have great animosity for each other, though their primary point of contention was not something I could determine.”




    Abelard was right: he had learned little. But I was willing to give him a pass on the Warders. As it turned out, I knew someone with intimate knowledge of their organization in the person of an old flame of mine. Her name was Elizabeth, and when she wasn’t running errands for the Warders, she was engaging in more honest work for Alchester’s thieves’ guild. Once, we’d been friends, and then, for a bit, more than that. Now, I wasn’t sure what we were. Maybe friends, maybe enemies. Since she’d been the agent I’d bamboozled a couple of weeks back, I suspected the latter. I’d have to ask her the next time I ran into her to know for sure, though.




    Turning my attention back to the here and now, I asked, “What about the Jakaree and the Progressives?”




    Abelard took a sip of his brandy. “The Jakaree first. Fanatics, as you know. They were using one of the abandoned Emory estates until a couple of weeks ago. Now, they’re holed up in one of the old temples, which is at least more fitting than the abandoned estate of one of the city’s founding families. They’re not doing anything illegal as far as the authorities are concerned, so there’s nothing to do about them from that angle.”




    The thought of getting the authorities involved hadn’t crossed my mind. It never did.




    “What about their leader?” I asked. “The one called Onius.”




    “Still leading them, as far as I could learn.”




    Given our shared experience, I expected to hear from Onius eventually. At worst, it’d come in the form of another attempt on my life. At best, an invitation to explain what the hell had happened when we’d both fallen into that black energy field. We’d gone from one side of the machine to the other in only a second, but it had been a long second, with lots of cold, dark, otherworldly nastiness in between.




    “The Jakaree are an odd bunch,” Abelard said.




    His voice gave me something else to focus on.




    “People—not everyone, but some—know they’re here, but none claim to have ever seen them out and about during the day. They can’t stay in that compound through all the waking hours, can they? They need food and supplies at the very least, yet I found no evidence of deliveries or other such arrangements. How you described them, what with the tattoos and all, it seems they’d stand out. But no one admits to having seen or had dealings with them.”




    “The Jakaree are foreigners, so maybe they hired an agent with local contacts. If they did, pity him. I see nothing good coming out of working with suicidal fanatics.”




    Abelard sniffed but said nothing else. I assumed he had no other information about the priests, so I asked about the third and last group. He leaned forward in his chair before he spoke.




    “The Society for the Progression of Science and Technology, or, as you referred to them, the Progressives.”




    I’d learned the name and a bit more during my investigation, but I let Abelard present his findings regardless of the repetition.




    “They are a public organization, though presently a minor one in the grand scheme of things. They have, however, been slowly gaining support amongst the gentry, and their numbers are growing. Their charter calls for the advancement and proliferation of technology. More specifically, they feel the people of Uhl can benefit from greater use of modern inventions, so they’ve taken it upon themselves to promote both the mundane—think street glow-lamps, like the ones popping up around Alchester of late—to the grandiose, such as their funding of the construction of an automated, alchemically-driven grain mill outside Merchant’s Square.”




    The burgeoning technological revolution was nothing new, nor were the Progressives the sole organization pushing its benefits. But I’d seen the nefarious side of their innovation with my own two eyes. The Jakaree might have built the dark energy machine, but I’d found related schematics inside the office of an artificer who had worked for the Progressives before I’d killed him. Their true motives—whatever those might be—went well beyond glow-lamps and grain mills.




    “It should go without saying,” Abelard said, “that of the three organizations you asked me to look into, theirs is the least secretive. They are registered with the government’s records office and, as such, have disclosed their list of founders, the requirements for membership, any benefits granted because of such membership, their covenants and governing rules, and so on. Despite their small standing in Alchester’s inner circles, the Society is fairly well-regarded, with a growing reputation and an abundant waiting list of those seeking enrollment.” Abelard picked up a piece of parchment from an end table next to him and held it out to me. “I do not know if any of these names will be familiar to you, but I compiled a list of those members I felt most notable. The ones at the top are registered as founding members. Every one of them has at least as much money as I do.”




    I looked the parchment over. I didn’t expect any of the names to ring any bells, but I gave it a cursory examination anyway. It surprised me when one entry caught my eye. It was a name I knew from earlier that very night.




    Reynold Morgan.




    But was it the one I’d killed or another man with an identical name? I scrutinized the rest of the list, searching for the one other entry which might resolve the question. I found it. Walter Goddard, my most recent client and the man who’d wanted Reynold Morgan dead.




    I sat back, contemplating the situation. Mr. Goddard, whom before a week ago I’d never met, had introduced himself at one of my usual places of business. The exchange of names is not a requirement—I certainly never give mine out—but sometimes prospective clients, nervous at our encounter, fall into routine discourse and relate their identity by rote. Mr. Goddard had given me his right before he’d laid out the details of the job, including the mark’s identity, place of residence, and that his death should look as if he’d startled a robber and lost his life in the ensuing scuffle. Nothing out of the ordinary, really, and just another job, or so I’d thought. But Goddard and Morgan both belonging to the Progressive Society? That changed things. Like the Jakaree, I had expected the Progressives to have sought retribution for the events of two weeks ago. Yet no such reprisal had come, either during my meeting with Walter or during the subsequent job, which had gone down without a hitch. He hadn’t tried to take me down during our first meeting, nor had he set a trap after. My only conclusion was that he had no idea who I was. Whatever motive Walter Goddard had for wanting Reynold Morgan dead had been no concern of mine when we’d made the deal. Nor did I think it was now. But it seemed a strange turn of fate that once more, I found myself mixed up with one of the very same organizations of which I’d recently run afoul.




    My intense perusal of the list and subsequent silence must have told Abelard that he’d been wrong about my familiarity with the names. But he said nothing, twiddling at his robe and drinking his brandy while giving me time to finish my thoughts.




    Speaking of brandy, I downed mine in a single pull. Then I considered how best to learn more about the Society firsthand. Infiltrating a private organization was tricky at best. But public ones weren’t always a stroll in the park either. Either way, the exclusive ones always ran their prospective members through a lengthy vetting process. None ever welcomed unknown faces with anything other than suspicion. First things first, though. I needed a platform for engagement. My specialty of blending into high-society events wouldn’t do me any good if the Progressive Society held no functions.




    “How often do they review this waiting list of theirs?” I asked, still thinking. “Are they actively growing their membership?”




    Abelard bounced the tips of his outstretched fingers against one another. “I see we are of the same mind in this matter. They are indeed growing their membership, but slowly. Just getting onto the list for consideration is a challenge, requiring sponsorship from an existing member. After that, candidates are subjected to a thorough vetting and interview process. However, they hold public engagements every few months, where notable individuals, such as high-ranking government officials and business leaders, are invited. These are gala events, where the display of the Society’s work is paramount and recruitment secondary.”




    Perfect. “So, when’s the next event?”




    Abelard smiled. “You’re in luck. Three nights from now. But they strictly enforce the guest list, so you’ll need an invitation.”




    The coy look on Abelard’s fat face suggested he had something more for me. “Something tells me you’ve already gotten hold of one.”




    Smiling, he held up a scroll neatly tied with a blue bow. He held it out but snatched it away when I tried to take it.




    “I know firsthand of your knack for infiltrating dinner parties, so I took the liberty of procuring one of a very few select invitations to the gala. This is not a forgery, mind you. It’s entirely legitimate. It was intended for a competitor of mine who spends more time outside the city than in it, and since several of his employees are on my payroll, diverting the invitation with him none the wiser was a simple matter.” Abelard sat back, the scroll secured in a firm grip. “This goes above and beyond your original request for information, no?”




    It did, and we both knew it.




    “What do you want, Abelard?”




    “A full dismissal of our arrangement. No more shipments. We call the whole thing even.”




    Not likely. “I’ll settle for one bottle every two weeks.”




    He shook his head. “Preposterous! I’m handing you the keys to the kingdom. You must do better.”




    I considered putting my knife to his throat to see if that changed his tune. But Abelard had been fair to me so far, so there was no reason to jeopardize a good working relationship with threats.




    “A bottle a month, then,” I said.




    “And the arrangement still ends at the end of the year?”




    I nodded. I’d already given up a lot for information on the Society. Now, I was giving up most of what remained. I hoped it was worth it.




    “Done,” he said, handing me the invitation.




    On the outside was written the name ‘Thomas Thornton.’




    “Do try to stay out of trouble while you’re there. I’d hate for anything to get back to Thomas or, more importantly, me.”




    “I’ll be on my best behavior.”




    I thanked Abelard for the information and the brandy, then I left. The invitation was going to get me through the front door of the gala event, but once inside, I had to play the part. That meant knowing a bit about Thomas Thornton and his businesses. More reconnaissance work, and then I was heading for a party.
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    I handed my invitation to the greeter at the reception table with an air of indifference and nary a glance his way. Such conduct contrasted my usual friendly nature, but I needed to act in character since I was playing the role of Thomas Thornton, whom I’d learned was quite a pompous arse. That also meant ignoring the pair of Black Guardsmen working lobby security, despite the misgivings their presence invoked. I’d known going into this to expect a heavy Black Guard presence, so as I waited for my invitation to be verified, I reminded myself that as long as the Society’s watchdogs remained unaware of my true identity, I’d nothing to worry about.




    “On behalf of the Society for the Progression of Science and Technology,” the greeter said, handing my scroll back, “allow me to welcome you to this evening’s gala event, Mr. Thornton. You may enter the ballroom at your leisure.”




    Glittering chandeliers, filigreed walls, and marble floors colored cobalt and silver greeted me, along with the melody of an orchestra that drifted from somewhere across the room. I’d arrived fashionably late. A multitude of others already milled about, creating a quiet chatter all their own. Though dining tables covered in golden cloth were arranged on the room’s outskirts, few sat there, as most of the Society’s guests occupied themselves at the room’s center. Congregated in bunches—I counted at least six such groups—the collective attention of each group was on their own individual focal point, as if each listened to a different crier disseminating the day’s news. There were displays of some sort there, but the people crowded around them obscured their exact nature. Intrigued, I was about to investigate when a roving server offered me a glass of sherry.




    I performed a connoisseur’s examination, attempting to identify the wine’s origins. The light tone and subliminal nutty smell stirred memories of Barmeda, a small vineyard close to the western outlet of the Bay of Lochwell in our neighboring fiefdom of Seacea. A swirl and a quick sample verified it. Dry but light and smooth with a slightly salty tang, as if infused with the very ocean breezes of the Barrens, the sherry was an exquisite—and expensive—import that gave deserved credit to the Society.




    “Delightful, isn’t it?”




    I turned to see a man dressed in the evening's finery. Black tailcoat and highland trousers, a blue waistcoat patterned with an elegant display of gold, and a black cravat that puffed out from his neck. He wore a black top hat and, finishing his ensemble, a dark cane topped with a large crimson gemstone that he held lightly in one hand. But for the top hat and cane, he was almost the mirror of me, though I’d chosen a black waistcoat as a matter of taste and habit. I also doubted that he’d secreted away as many knives beneath his jacket as I had. The gentleman’s features were as fine as his attire, and his black goatee, neatly trimmed and oiled. Short, dark hair was slicked back beneath his hat.




    “Exquisite!” I said, holding up the sherry. “A recent shipment, no doubt.” Sherry did not age well, like so many other vintages, so it was paramount to enjoy it sooner rather than later. The taste of this one bore such freshness I knew it must have arrived recently, probably for this very event.




    “You, sir, possess keen senses. The shipment arrived this morning, straight from the coast via airship. I also appreciate a fine sherry, so I saw that it was chilled properly and allowed to breathe before the gala.” The man extended a hand distinguished by long fingers and finely manicured nails. “Atticus Drake.”




    I remembered his name from the list Abelard had compiled. In fact, I remembered seeing it at the very top of the list. Here stood a founder of the Society. I extended my hand and gave him my assumed name. It sparked something in him, for as he clasped my hand in his, he leaned in to look me in the eye.




    “Your name is familiar to me, Mr. Thornton, and I must say, it is an honor. You’ve had an enviable run in the imports market over the past few years.”




    Thomas Thornton was an import specialist with a reputation for reliability and a willingness to move almost anything into the city from almost anywhere in Uhl. He charged a premium for such services and had done well because of it. I appreciated the man’s reputation because it gave me something to work with. But I was even more appreciative that Mr. Drake had never met Mr. Thornton. Otherwise, he’d already have recognized my ruse.




    “The honor is mine, Mr. Drake. Business has indeed been good. I’ve found that if one under-promises and over-delivers, the rest takes care of itself. Please, call me Thomas.”




    “Very well, Thomas. Atticus, if you please. I am, of course, a member of the Progressive Society. One of its founders, actually, though I put little stock in such things.”




    “Really? A man should be proud of his accomplishments, Atticus. Surely having helped to establish such an organization is a high mark of success.”




    “Of course, of course. But it is not where we’ve been that concerns me so much as where we are heading. ‘Always look to the future,’ an old professor of mine used to say. You will find, Thomas, that this concept of forward-thinking lies at the heart of everything we do.”




    A round of applause drifted to us from one of the nearby displays.




    “I was not aware entertainment was being provided,” I said.




    Atticus smiled. “Not entertainment, per se. Please, follow me, and I shall show you. I’m sure you’ve already noticed this is not your typical gala.”




    “I did, but your organization’s reputation precedes it, so typical was the last thing I expected to see this evening.”




    Atticus led us toward the closest of the displays I’d spied when I’d first entered the ballroom. As we walked, I sipped my sherry while noting the Black Guardsmen stationed along the wall at regular intervals. Members of the Guard had exchanged their drab hauberks, greaves, and helmets for ornate armor that shone so brightly it almost hurt to look at it. Golden sword hilts suggested a lack of practicality, though I didn’t doubt that every one of these ex-soldiers carried a trusted blade somewhere or other on their person.




    Though it was only a short walk to the display, Atticus took his time leading us there as he delved into some background information on the Society. As he spoke, I gave him my complete and genuine interest. I was here to learn about the Society, and I could think of no better teacher than a founding member.




    “You are undoubtedly aware of the technological revolution sweeping across Uhl. Airships sail our skies, alchemical lights brighten the night’s darkness, and steam and alchemically powered carriages navigate our streets with greater and greater frequency. This march of technological innovation is not new, for we’ve traced its beginnings as far back as five hundred years ago when the Old Gods saw fit to remove themselves from the arena and leave us mere mortals to our own devices. People long thought the self-destruction of the Old Gods the end of life as we knew it.” Atticus chuckled. “They were right! Nothing has been the same since.” He touched the head of his cane first to his chest and then to his temple. “Finally, people were free to think not with their hearts but their minds. Yet this new age of experimentation and technological innovation started as the smallest of sparks. For too many decades, it flickered, nearly sputtering out as the inevitable strife caused by the gods’ passing mired the world in anarchy. The return to peace and prosperity was slow to arrive, but it came, and with it, the base from which science flourished. Scientists, scholars, alchemists, and artificers made many fundamental discoveries during those first few decades. The work of those early pioneers became the building blocks for successive generations and endeavors so that we finally have reached an apex where all that fundamental knowledge can meld together to form a wondrous whole. Truly, we now stand at the cusp of a grand age of enlightenment.”




    The display proved a popular one. Surrounded by so many onlookers, I didn’t see how we’d make our way through without great effort. But then the problem was solved for us, though I’d no idea how, for without a gesture or word from either of us, the crowd parted so that our slow walk remained uninterrupted.




    “Some years ago,” Atticus said, with nary a pause to speculate on the suddenly open path before us, “I and four other individuals recognized the extreme change this next stage in the revolution was bringing. Also, as with any revolution, we recognized the potential for chaos. A steadying hand was needed, so the Society for the Progression of Science and Technology was born. As leaders, we seek to guide the extraordinary leaps forward. As stewards, we strive to bring those inventions and discoveries with the potential to improve the lives of all people to the forefront so that all may share in their benefits. This concept stands at the very foundation of our mission. Ah, here we are.”




    I didn’t know what I expected to see. Another machine with a spinning sphere of black energy? The Jakaree had built that one, not the Progressives, though I knew the Society pursued the same or similar technology because I’d stolen a related schematic from one of their artificers. Thankfully, the display area contained nothing so nefarious. A thick, corded rope cordoned off two separate displays. On the left was a standard alchemical steam engine, its iron and brass structure lined with a single row of pistons and glass tubules. It wasn’t running presently, though by the steam wafting from its vents, I saw it had been recently. The engine connected to a driveshaft, which in turn was attached to a carriage axle and wheels. The whole was demonstrative of current technology. I knew the basics. Heated alchemical fuel created steam that drove the engine’s pistons, spinning the driveshaft. A differential gear assembly translated that motion from the axle to the wheels, and away one went. At the right was a similar display. I saw an axle, wheels, and a driveshaft, but this setup had no engine. Not of the conventional sort, anyway. The forward end of the driveshaft was joined to a horizontal metal cylinder. Four flexible tubules extended from points on the cylinder in loops that ended at four separate nodes at the top of a glass box. The cylinder was sealed, so there was no telling what was inside, but I saw readily enough that someone had filled the box or tank about halfway with a blue solution. Inside and through the outer layer, thin metal shafts descended from each terminus into the liquid. The solution was not boiling, and no steam wafted from it. Yet the carriage wheels spun with the steady motion one might expect when driving about the city for a leisurely drive.




    Two men manned the demonstration. Both were dressed for the occasion, except they’d exchanged formal jackets for long laboratory coats. One man monitored the glass box and its alchemical solution with a handheld device while the other fielded questions and explained what was occurring.




    “As you can see, ladies and gentlemen, though we started both engines simultaneously, the conventional one has spent its liquid fuel while the alchemical battery continues to provide power. I will reiterate that the comparison is not entirely fair since we started the conventional engine with only a partial fuel supply. But I should also repeat that the battery has no fuel at all. The alchemical mixture will become inert over time, true, but we estimate this cell alone will last a year or more.”




    “A year!” said a man to our left.




    The scientist beamed to hear such astonishment. “Or more. That’s nothing, either. We have prototype solutions yielding even better results. Two, five, even ten years are, in all probability, achievable results.”




    On our other side, another guest said, “One thing I’ve learned over the years is that if something sounds too good to be true, it probably is.” I heard chuckles all around. Even the orator smiled. “Given the advantages you’ve pointed out, why are we not seeing this technology in use already?”




    “While it’s true there are advantages,” the scientist said, “there are also several disadvantages and even some shortcomings. For example, while the alchemical battery continues to supply power to the differential generator, the axle and wheels have no load on them. Supplying enough power to move a standard carriage requires at least twenty similarly sized alchemical batteries connected in series. Even then, under such a load, a typical battery’s solution has a limited—”




    “What Professor Tate means to say,” Atticus said from beside me, “is that we still have some challenges to overcome. But what you see here this evening, ladies and gentlemen, is a beginning, and beginnings are what the Progressive Society is all about. I’m sure you will all agree that a self-sustaining system for propulsion over long distances has many practical applications. Imagine an automated carriage that can whisk you about town all day and never require refueling. Or overland travel to anywhere in Uhl without using horses or oxen. We all know how costs for airship travel, whether for passengers or freight, seem to rise daily. The alchemical battery promises to reduce these costs by removing the present volatility we often see in liquid fuel production costs. In time, ladies and gentlemen, we expect the alchemical battery will prove its worth a thousand times over.”




    Nods were seen all around, and then a bespectacled woman stepped forward to level several questions directly at Professor Tate. Atticus took it as his cue to lead us away.




    “Professor Tate came to our fair city three years ago from Seacea to propose his alchemical battery idea. His ideas hold great promise, so we agreed to sponsor his endeavors. In return for our ongoing support, he complied with our wishes to continue working here in Alchester.”




    “I was not aware the Society attracted researchers from afar,” I said, “nor that you provided funding for people who are not citizens of our fiefdom. Is that not dangerous?”




    Kallendor was uniquely positioned geographically as the only fiefdom of the four to share borders with each of the other three. Though the Four Fiefdoms had been at peace for a long while, the odd month rarely passed when one didn’t hear a crier telling of another border skirmish or other altercation. Sometimes the occasional life was lost. Always, tensions remained moderate to high. There’d been no outright war in my lifetime, but since I was still young, opportunities abounded.




    “We have no prejudices when it comes to promoting science, Thomas. However, that being said, we continuously monitor the current political landscape and maintain sensitivity to the implications of sponsoring projects headed by foreigners. Rest assured that we investigate each researcher’s background during the review process. This is especially true if the project is military in nature.”




    “Military?” I asked.




    “Of course! By necessity, the betterment of society must include improving its defensive capabilities. The strides we’ve made in this area benefit more than the professional armies our fiefdom maintains, for we expect private forces, such as those employed by merchants like yourself, to reap the rewards as well.”




    “Sounds intriguing,” I said with genuine sincerity.




    “I hope you find our next demonstration of interest, then.”




    This next display area was larger than the last, with people spread out enough that we came right up to it with little effort. I was impressed by the very first thing I saw. A bronze cannon, eight feet long with somewhere around a twelve-inch bore diameter, polished to a brilliant shine and marked as a most unconventional weapon by the metal coils, gauges, and cranks at its breech. I couldn’t guess their purpose without an explanation, though the weapon remained an impressive piece of artillery, even to my somewhat untrained eye.




    “How about a demonstration?”




    The question had been spoken in such a baritone that it swept across those around us and forced more than a few heads to turn in the speaker’s direction. Mine was one of them.




    “Good evening, Captain,” Atticus said.




    I watched as the last person I wanted to see stopped beside my host. The man was Black Guard, with the same ceremonial breastplate and greaves as the others. But this one also wore an officer’s sash across his chest.




    Atticus gestured my way. “May I present Thomas Thornton? Thomas, this is Captain Belford of the Black Guard. He heads up security for us.”




    I offered my hand without hesitation, looking the captain straight in the eye. There’s a right way and a wrong way to interact with someone when that someone doesn’t realize you’ve met before, and you’d prefer it remains that way. Extending a weak hand while staring anywhere but at that person was the wrong way and likely to raise suspicions. I wanted Captain Belford to have none. His grip was firm. Mine was firmer. His steel-gray eyes didn’t blink. Neither did mine. The last time we’d been this close, he’d tried to cut me in two. If he had any inkling about my true identity, I knew he’d draw his sword and make sure the job got done right this time. I realized I was in the clear when, instead of reaching for his weapon or calling for reinforcements, he asked, “What do you think, Mr. Thornton? Care to see this beauty in action?”




    I cast an appraising eye back at the cannon and gave the expected, and not altogether feigned, response. “Who wouldn’t?”




    “Temper your excitement, gentlemen,” Atticus said, chuckling. “While no one is more eager than I to see our compression cannon in action, I’m afraid we’ll all have to wait until our engineers are satisfied it is ready. For now, it is here on display only. Speaking of engineers, it looks like they are demonstrating one of their other inventions now. Perhaps the advances they’ve made in armor technology will placate both of you for the time being.”




    Atticus ushered us to a spot where two dwarves faced one another. Twenty paces separated the pair, and I almost thought they meant to duel. But only one of them held a weapon in the form of a heavy military crossbow. This one had a thick black beard that hung over a leather smock and a sleeveless tunic that put the musculature of his arms on full display. The other one’s appearance was impossible to determine, for he wore armor from head to foot. But it was a type of armor I’d never seen before, its composition neither plate, chain, scale, nor splint, but something like fine lengths of wire interwoven with silk or a fine weave of cloth. His helmet was conventional metal, though there were no slits for eyes or mouth. I saw why when the other dwarf raised his crossbow and, without hesitation, loosed his bolt straight at the other. The missile flew true, hitting the armored dwarf square in the chest. With the sheer force delivered by the heavy crossbow, the bolt should have pierced the armor at this range. Instead, the missile’s head got caught in the mesh and, after a moment of hanging there, fell to the floor.




    A host of military types in full dress regalia of dark army jackets and tasteless olive green cravats applauded while nodding to one another. I had to admit, I was impressed as well. I’d been on the receiving end of crossbows before, though never at such close range. I knew them as a particularly deadly weapon, mostly because no known armor was strong enough to repel their missiles. None known until now, anyway.




    “Impressive,” I said. “If I may ask, what is the armor’s construction?”




    Atticus held off explaining as he gestured with his chin at the armored dwarf, who removed his helmet to reveal that he was not a man at all, but a woman. She had ruddy cheeks, a large nose, and dark hair that spilled past her shoulders now that it was free from the helmet. Upon seeing Atticus, the woman strode over with her helmet wedged under an arm. Meanwhile, the other dwarf went about stowing his crossbow.




    “A success by any measure, Mr. Drake,” the woman said. She acknowledged Captain Belford’s presence with a nod.




    “Indeed,” Atticus said.




    “A remarkable display,” I said, chiming in. With her standing so close, I leaned in to get a better look at the armor, confirming my earlier observation that it was made of interwoven fibers. “It looks as if it came off a weaver’s loom, not a blacksmith’s forge.”




    “You’re not too far from the mark, Mr. ...?”




    As soon as I gave my name, she responded with her own. “Qess Lendin.” The other fellow, she said, was her brother, Raed. Though both were educated as engineers, she’d always had a special interest in weaving, and Raed, blacksmithing. The idea of combining their respective skills had occurred via happenstance, but since early prototypes of their special armor had yielded promising results, they had continued until they’d taken the project as far as they could on their own. When the possibility of receiving funding from the Society arose, they came to Alchester to make their case. Work had progressed steadily from that point onward. Now, they believed they were close to having a fully functioning model.




    “Just a few more tests to run,” Raed said as he joined us. “Arrows are one thing, but a man in close combat may have blades coming at him from all sides. We need to know how the armor performs in a proper fight. For that, we need someone to wear it in the field.” He grinned at the captain. “One of your men up for it, Captain Belford?”




    “Say when,” the captain said, “and I’ll volunteer myself.”




    Inquiries from the army men demanded Raed and Qess’s attention, so, with a nod of farewell, they left us.




    “I’m afraid I have other business to attend to as well, Thomas,” Atticus said. “But I do hope these first demonstrations have given you some sense of what we are trying to accomplish. Please, take your time perusing the remainder of them and enjoy more of the sherry.”




    After thanking Atticus for taking me this far, I found myself alone with Captain Belford. I decided to make the best of the situation by learning more about him. I intended to start with a harmless inquiry into how long the Society had employed his company when a commotion at the other side of the room distracted me. A man and a woman were engaged in a heated argument. I only saw their exchange through brief lanes opening intermittently in the crowd but noticed the woman’s hands and arms gesticulating and, over the orchestra’s continuous melody, thought I heard her shouting.




    Noting the direction of my stare, Captain Belford said, “Quite a looker, isn’t she?”




    I couldn’t say one way or the other since I still hadn’t gotten much of a look at her, but I nodded in agreement anyway.




    “Is that her husband she’s arguing with?”




    Belford grunted. “Not likely. Someone murdered her husband three nights ago.”




    I glanced sidelong at the captain with a look of curiosity.




    “Probably by a jealous lover of hers, is my guess,” the captain said.




    As a lane opened and I saw the pair still engaged in their squabble, I focused on the woman’s adversary. Even with his top hat, I recognized the close-cropped blonde hair and, as he turned in my direction, the neatly trimmed beard of Walter Goddard. His presence did not surprise me since I’d known before coming here that he was a member of the Society. But I felt compelled to check for the nearest exit, given that our prior business had been conducted in person. If anyone here could reveal my true identity, it was him.




    “Perhaps the man she’s arguing with is one of them,” I said. It didn’t hurt to play dumb.




    Belford chuckled. “That’s her brother. Name’s Walter Goddard. His sister is Gwendolyn Morgan.”




    Morgan, as in Reynold Morgan, the man I’d assassinated three nights earlier at the behest of my client, Walter Goddard. Coincidence didn’t cross my mind as anything more than a fleeting possibility. In my line of work, jealousy, spite, and greed were never strange bedfellows, especially when one’s family was involved, so I was sure even before Captain Belford obliged my request to explain the tragedy further that Walter Goddard had hired me to kill his brother-in-law, and there standing at the other side of the room was the woman I’d made into a widow with a single thrust of my knife.




    “They found Mr. Morgan dead in his study,” Belford said. “A burglar, it’s thought, though I still say a jealous lover did the crime. Whoever it was, Mr. Morgan put up a fight before the other got the best of him.”




    “That is tragic. Have the authorities any leads?” It seemed the proper thing to ask.




    “None they’ve told me about.”




    “You’re not involved in the investigation? Pardon me, but I’ve heard some things about the Black Guard and your tenacity. Naturally, I assumed you’d be in on the hunt. As a member of the Society, was Mr. Morgan not under your protection?”




    Belford didn’t answer right away. Instead, he pinched his lips and narrowed his brow to such an extreme I knew my question had irked him. I wasn’t going to push him if he didn’t want to answer, but just when I was considering a new subject, he obliged me.




    “Mr. Morgan made a special request some time ago that we stay away from his home. Hard to protect a man when we’re not allowed on his property. Given another chance, I bet he’d change his mind about that decision. In any case, we were warned off by one of the king’s chief inspectors. Seems the inspector wants to make sure the perpetrator stands trial. He wouldn’t receive such consideration from the Black Guard. I can promise you that.”




    I steered the conversation to subjects with far less gravity, wanting to occupy Belford with small talk while I continued to study Mrs. Morgan and her confrontation with her brother. Though the occurrence of shouting and hand waving lessened, the argument between them continued right there in the ballroom, despite repeated attempts by Walter to steer his sister to a more private setting. Each time, that action alone only fueled the fire that was Mrs. Morgan’s ire. Finally, I excused myself from Belford’s presence, expressing a desire to find another glass of sherry. That wasn’t far from the truth, though I was more interested in listening to the ongoing argument between brother and sister.




    As I maneuvered through the gathering, I ensured I always had Walter’s back in front of me. It allowed me to study his sister more thoroughly while ensuring her brother did not recognize me. The captain had been right. Gwendolyn Morgan was a looker. Golden blonde hair, a slender figure, and smoldering blue eyes that must have raised the temperature of every man in the Society at one time or another just to look at them. Her choice of attire did nothing to dampen such heat. While fashionably conservative in style, the shimmering crimson of her dress turned heads with its sheer color alone. I found it a peculiar choice since red was not the norm for a grieving widow.




    By the time I found another glass of sherry, Mrs. Morgan’s emotions had shifted from anger to dismay as I saw her take her brother’s hand in her own. Her look of pleading was met with one of indifference as, finally, Walter tore his hand loose from her grip and walked away. Anger returned to the woman in an instant. She didn’t shout at his back, but I saw her glancing about as if looking for something to throw at him. If I was closer, I might have offered her one of my knives just to see how things played out. But the opportunity was lost, as Walter melted into the crowd to leave his sister standing alone. She didn’t stay there long. Letting out a single breath, she stormed from the room, slowing only to tumble a tray full of wine glasses to the floor when a server ventured too close.




    Her path took her close to me. I continued studying her but read nothing in a face that had turned to stone. After she’d exited the room via doors leading out to a veranda, I waited, giving her a few moments. If she fled the party, I’d turn my attention elsewhere. But, as I ventured closer to the exit and saw her standing outside, I realized I perhaps had an opportunity to learn something about the Society from someone not so full of pomp and ceremony. That was the simple explanation for why I stepped onto the veranda to join her. The harder one involved the events of three nights ago. Mrs. Morgan represented what we referred to in my profession as a collateral, which was any bystander impacted by the execution of a job. Sometimes collaterals suffered bodily harm or even death during the fulfillment process itself, but most often, their suffering was of the emotional sort since they were left behind to deal with the fallout. I’m not so callous that I’ve never considered what such fallout entails, but I’ve never faced a collateral of my own making. My motivations in speaking to Mrs. Morgan remained mostly selfish, but that didn’t mean I had no regard for the pain I’d caused her.




    She stood at the veranda's edge, overlooking a garden whose expanses disappeared into the darkness. Though a few other guests were present, Mrs. Morgan embraced the night’s chill in solitude. I thought a server had made a mistake by approaching her, but she lashed out with only an irritated stare as she took a glass of sherry from his tray. While the server slunk away, Mrs. Morgan eyed her wine. Then, without ceremony, she flung the still-full glass into the night.




    “Is the sherry so dreadful?” I asked.




    I settled in close enough to make conversation but not so close as to invade her privacy. Noting the glance she threw my way, I waited for her to verbally recognize my presence before pressing on.




    “The sherry is fine,” she said, staring into the garden’s darkness. “It’s the party—or, rather, its hosts—who are dreadful.”




    “Dreadfully stuffy, I’d say, though I think you mean in a different way.”




    She raised a brow, glancing in my direction. “I do, though I daresay your characterization aptly describes most of the people here tonight.”




    “Present company excluded, I hope.”




    “I couldn’t say.” She turned to face me. “I know nothing about you. Not even your name.”




    “Thomas Thornton, the least dreadfully stuffy of the Society’s guests.”




    My comment did not win me the smile I expected, though Mrs. Morgan extended her hand while relating her name to me. As I gave her the customary bow, I noticed goose bumps running up and down her arms. I had my jacket over her shoulders so quickly she’d time to utter a thank you only after the deed was done.




    “Mrs. Morgan, so my intentions are plain, allow me to express my deepest sympathies for your loss.”




    “So you knew who I was before you came out here?”




    “Yes, but only your name.”




    “And that I am recently widowed.”




    “Yes, that too. I witnessed the altercation you had with that man inside, and since I had a mind for some fresh air anyway, I thought I might also see how you were getting along. As far as dreadful goes, surely that man is the most dreadful of them all?”




    That, at last, produced a smile, though only the slightest.




    “He is my brother. The reason we were fighting?” She sighed. “I wish it were nothing more than sibling rivalry.” Her face assumed such a look of inner contemplation that I felt compelled to remain quiet while she worked out whatever dilemma she considered. When she next spoke, her words were slow and methodical, as if warded, and I noticed her studying my face for its reaction. “How well do you know my brother?”




    “I do not know him at all.”




    It was close enough to the truth. We’d only met the one time to arrange the terms and conditions of our transaction, and since he’d paid me up front, there’d been no need for us to meet again. Most of my exchanges with clients were brief and impersonal by necessity. This one had been no exception. The only unusual aspect was happening right now, as I spoke with the wife of the person I’d been hired to assassinate.




    “And your relationship with the Progressive Society?” Mrs. Morgan asked.




    “To date, I’ve not had one. I am here this evening to find out more about your organization from the perspective of a potential future investor.”




    She weighed my response and said, “Tell me, then, how much do you really know about the Society? Or, how much do you think you know?”




    I didn’t know what she was driving at, so I asked with obvious suspicion, “Why so many questions?”




    “Because I am attempting to gauge how much you’re ready to hear or if you’re even willing to listen. Your name is not entirely unknown to me, Mr. Thornton. You have a reputation as a maverick, both professionally and personally.”




    I didn’t know that. My research had been time-sensitive and therefore superficial in some areas, so I’d delved deeper into the man’s businesses more than anything else. But if such a reputation lent me an opening with the lady, I was grateful for it. I’d have to thank the real Thomas Thornton someday, should our paths ever cross. “One thing I’ve learned about business dealings, Mrs. Morgan, it’s that it is always best to remain detached. The prospect of any relationship I might establish between myself and the Progressive Society remains, first and foremost, one of business, so if you’ve light to shed, you have my undivided attention.”




    She nodded. “Then you should know that what you saw inside the ballroom is all a façade.”




    I waited for her to go on, but she said nothing more as her gaze strayed over my shoulder where some others were just coming into hearing range. Then, with a quick movement, Gwendolyn leaned in close and whispered, “I know many things, Mr. Thornton, and I don’t know how much more time I have to share them. Will you meet me somewhere in the city in an hour?”




    Stranger and stranger, but what could I do but agree? “Name the place.”




    “Do you know The Jaded Peacock?”




    The name seemed appropriate. I told her I knew it well.




    She returned my jacket and, speaking loudly enough for anyone nearby to hear, said, “Then I thank you for your company, sir, and bid you good night.”




    A waiter came by as I watched her walk back inside, but I declined any further refreshment. I had a feeling I’d need a clear head for whatever was coming. I also felt it was time I left the party while I had the chance.




    Outside, I had a steward hail me a coach. I let the carriage take me four blocks before I informed the driver I wished to walk the rest of the way home. Once he’d wheeled out of sight, I took a side street and returned to the gala’s general vicinity, where I chose a suitable vantage point out of the way and in the shadows. Some thirty minutes later, Gwendolyn walked outside to wait in the drive while her automated carriage—a six-legged wooden contraption decked out to the hilt—came around. Once it had crawled out onto the street, I followed discreetly, keeping up a fast walk at first but, as we moved away from the gala, switching to an easy run which kept the carriage in sight and both driver and passenger unaware of my presence.




    There were only so many ways to The Jaded Peacock from our current location, so I was surprised and slightly confused when the carriage turned opposite the tavern. I couldn’t tell if Gwendolyn knew of the wrong turn, but I saw no sign of protest as the carriage ambled further away from our meeting place. An inkling of suspicion arose as we meandered through one neighborhood and then another, finally leaving the main streets as the carriage plunged down a dark, lonely alley. The driver had never pushed the carriage beyond an easy gait, so I was hardly winded as I stopped at the alley’s entrance. Peering down its length, I saw that the carriage had stopped. The door swung open, and out stumbled Gwendolyn. By the look of defiance on her face and by the knife-wielding man who appeared behind her, I knew she’d not come to this spot willingly. Three other men stepped from the alley’s shadows. One cracked his knuckles and smiled. Though each wore rags, their clean-shaven faces and close-cropped hair revealed their true identities. They wore no armor or insignia, but I knew these were Black Guard mercenaries. I also knew they’d brought Gwendolyn Morgan here to die.




    Gwendolyn stood tall and defiant, taking each of them in with a slow turn of her head as they moved to surround her. Not the slightest hint of fear crept into her voice when she spoke. “Whatever my brother is paying you, I’ll double it.” She stated the words in such a matter-of-fact manner I wondered if she thought she brokered a business deal.




    The one cracking his knuckles let out a brief chuckle. “You make it sound like we’re getting paid on the side. This one’s on the books, honey. ‘Put her in the ground,’ captain says. Those are our orders, so that’s what we’re here to do.”




    No more words were exchanged as the man with the knife advanced on her. Her reaction—a step back—put her right into the grasp of the one behind her. This one grabbed her by the shoulders and shoved her closer to the man with the knife. Gwendolyn Morgan was about to die.




    Fortunately for her, I was already on the move. With the odds stacked against me, I wanted no attention drawn to myself as I padded forward. I’d waited until the deed was about to be done on purpose. The attention of the four mercenaries was fixed on their victim and nothing else. But as I rounded the carriage and put myself in full view, I questioned the need for my intervention at all, for I saw such a look of conviction and fury on Gwendolyn’s face that I thought her about to unleash hell on the mercs all by herself. Her hand was at her waist, slipped into a fold in her scarlet dress. But when she saw me, she stopped whatever she had planned. Like a candle snuffed out, her emotions fled from her. With no time to consider what she was about, I rained down my own form of fire and brimstone on the Black Guardsmen.




    A backhanded blow to the temple sent the closest one to the ground. The next, who had enough time to take a step back from my approach, but not enough to keep his face from meeting my fist, found himself on the ground next to the first after a combination punch and shove toppled him. The way was clear for the lady to escape. I hoped she took advantage. Meanwhile, the other two had overcome their initial surprise enough to muster up a charge. I obliged their enthusiasm by meeting them halfway. The merc with the knife attacked first, bringing his blade down at me and, when that yielded unsatisfactory results, again in a backhanded motion meant to slice open my abdomen. That strike was as ineffective as the first and left him in such a vulnerable position that I wondered if he regretted his misstep before or after I administered an open-palm thrust to his nose. Messy business hitting a man in the nose like that, but it had the desired effect, as blood sputtered and he fell back. That left the fourth and last merc, who hesitated after seeing how I treated the other three. His pause lasted only a few seconds, but it provided enough time for me to spin around and follow in Gwendolyn’s wake. Except she hadn’t fled the alley but remained in the same spot as when I’d made my entrance. Frozen in fright, I thought, until I saw the calculating expression on her face. She was looking right at me. Studying me, if I wasn’t mistaken. Time enough for her to contemplate Thomas Thornton’s true nature later. Right now, we needed to leave.




    I took hold of her by the arm as I swept past her. I didn’t have to drag her for long before her legs started moving of their own accord. But not fast enough, for her gown was suited for tiptoeing around a party, not running through the streets. Looking over a shoulder and seeing Gwendolyn’s assassins giving chase, I realized we’d no time to stop and make alterations. I took hold of her by the waist instead, helping her along as best I could.




    The street outside the alley was deserted, which didn’t help our cause one bit. Since we weren’t going to outrun our assailants, our best chance of escape was to blend in with a crowd and lose them from there. But we had to find the crowd first. This time of night, in this part of the city, I knew exactly where to go. We ducked down another alley, but not quickly enough for our assailants not to see us. The chase was on. It lasted much longer than I liked, but we turned enough corners that we lost them for a short while. By the time the mercs picked up our trail again, we were already on Tanglewood Drive and diving into the thick of the gathering there. Minstrels had bows to strings in furious motion, and with great quantities of drink flowing freely, dancing, singing, and general cavorting was the norm.




    Someone had left a long coat draped across a decorative wrought iron fence. I exchanged my jacket for it, discarding my cravat while I was at it. I put the coat over Gwendolyn’s shoulders.




    “Act drunk,” I said.




    When she narrowed her brow, uncertain of my intentions, I demonstrated as I walked along with the flow of people. She got it then, coming in close to take hold of my arm while she engaged in her share of tipsy behavior. There was no telling if the mercs had caught up to us and were even now scanning the crowd, but I wasn’t about to turn around and let them see my face. So it was with some relief that, as we angled toward a line of storefronts, we came upon an open door with a sign above it that read Osterland’s. Diving inside without delay, I made sure we kept up our act until we sat at the table furthest from the front door with as many obstructions between us and the entrance as possible. Normally, I like to have a line of sight on all entrances and exits. This time, though, it was more important that anyone sticking their head into the wineshop couldn’t easily see us.




    I was well acquainted with Osterland’s, so I knew we were in excellent hands regarding the selection of beverages. I requested a wine list to give us both something to focus on while we allowed the thrill of the chase to subside. No one paid us any attention except for a few drunken gawkers who couldn’t keep their eyes off the lady. A stern look at each of them quickly put an end to such attention and allowed me to begin my interrogation.




    “Mind telling me what that was all about back in that alley?”




    Gwendolyn leaned back in her chair just as a server delivered the wine list. She took a few moments to glance over at it. I held mine before me, though I’d already decided what to order: a jisendell port, a smooth red fortified with the perfect amount of brandy. Given the night’s activities, I felt it was a suitable reward.




    “I thought to ask you the same question, Mr. ...?” she said, her attention never leaving the wine list. “Your name isn’t Thomas Thornton, is it?”




    Before I could answer, Gwendolyn signaled to our server that we were ready to order. She chose a local cabernet while I ordered my port. Once it was just the two of us again, I ignored her question and returned to my line of inquiry.




    “The Society wants you dead. Why?”




    She let out a slight sigh. “Because of something I might do.”




    I waited for her to explain.




    “How much do you really know about the Society?” she asked.




    “You asked me that once already,” I said. “Given the current turn of events and our present predicament, I’d say not much.”




    “Allow me to educate you, then. Early on, the Society’s goals were well-intentioned, and their purpose, unified. But as it has grown, factions have formed. That was inevitable and not unforeseen by our founding members. In fact, they welcomed it. A diversity of opinions and viewpoints creates an atmosphere of inquiry where nothing is taken at face value. By questioning the work of others, the scientific community only grows stronger.”




    “Except?” I asked. Of course, there was an ‘except.’ Otherwise, we’d not be sitting here having this chat.




    “Except the differences amongst the core membership transcended the work itself until the organization’s direction was contested as well. Again, this was not completely unforeseen. In response, the Society established the primary council.”




    “The primary council?”




    “Our highest governing body. The council weighs in on anything which affects the Society as a whole, making decisions based on a vote of each of the six duly elected members.”




    Seemed reasonable. However... “Six members? So there is the possibility of a deadlock.” I didn’t know why, but I felt this was important.




    “Yes, and since appointments last a decade, deadlocks can last a very long time unless someone's vote is swayed.”




    Our server delivered our wine. We each drank.




    “Having six members on the council was intentional,” Gwendolyn said. “The idea being that inaction is better than taking the wrong action. The duration of each member’s appointment is no accident, either, as it is intended to ensure stability at the Society’s highest level while diminishing the possibility of any improprieties swaying a council member’s judgment, at least in the short term. Once appointed, such consideration is not taken away easily, so no primary, as we call them, needs fear alienation or expulsion. The six primaries currently serving include Benton Cowle, Alexandra Norton, Phineas Bock, Dora Collier, and my brother, Walter Goddard.”




    “And the sixth?” I already knew the answer to that, but since she suspected I was using a false identity, it was more important than ever to maintain my general ignorance. The last thing I wanted was for her to figure out that I’d been the one who had killed her husband.




    “The sixth was my late husband, Reynold Morgan,” she said, her voice lower than before, “whose death I am quite certain now was orchestrated by my brother.”




    I tread carefully. “How do you know?”




    “Because he also instructed those men to bring me to that alley to kill me.”




    “You sound sure of it.”




    “I am. Reynold and my brother have been at odds over the direction of the Society for years, with one issue in particular in a stalemate for the better part of two years now. Since the current primary council is only four years into their ten-year tenure, and because Walter and Reynold each held sway over an equal number of others on the council, the possibility of a decision being made on this matter was next to nothing. Unless something swayed the vote. That something was my husband’s death. Walter has a way with words, and if words aren’t enough... . With Reynold out of the way, he’ll have little trouble convincing the others to see things his way. My brother knew this. Or, he thought he did.”




    She’d more to say, so I waited while she took a swallow of her wine.




    “The Society’s bylaws provide clear direction when a member of the primary council cannot serve out his or her tenure. Only a founding member may serve in that capacity, and only then if elected by a majority vote of all members in good standing. The exception to this is if the person who cannot serve has a family relation who is also a founding member. In those cases, the relation automatically ascends to the position.”




    Walter Goddard’s plan was beginning to make sense. “Let me guess. You’re a founding member.”




    Gwendolyn nodded. “When Reynold and I first met, before the Society existed as even a thought in anyone’s mind, I was a lab assistant at Dover College. I wasn’t involved in anything groundbreaking, but Reynold, who’d been born with a businessman’s acumen, still found it all so interesting. I like to think it was my passion that inspired him to conceive the idea for the Progressive Society. Of course, it wasn’t his vision alone, but he was the guiding force behind its formation. As you might expect, projects were few in those early days, so the Society’s direction was easily set, and its progress, slow. But as its reputation grew, so did the number and variety of projects hoping to secure funding. Changes were made in the approval process to better handle this demand. Of course, bureaucracy increased. Looking back, this must have been the beginning of Walter’s discontent. I just never thought he’d take it so far. As much as his strategy sickens me, I see why he did what he did. He thought that with Reynold out of the way, I’d fall in line like the others. He’s spent a lifetime manipulating and bullying me, so why not? His victory seemed assured until this evening, when I told him that under no circumstances did I intend to give him my vote. He was furious, of course, though he didn’t dare show it at the gala. He’s always been good at concealing his true feelings. I’m afraid my passion got the better of me. I accused Walter of murdering my husband. I even threatened to go to the authorities, though there’s little they can do to him. My brother is a powerful man with friends in all the right circles. I, however, am a widow with no such contacts. My standing amongst the Society is little known, for my husband always cast such a wide shadow, and there were few opportunities—and little need, really—for me to step out from behind it. I may be a founding member, but I’ve few allies and even fewer friends. I am... alone.”




    “You aren’t alone. Not right now, anyway.”




    That brightened her mood, but only slightly. “I thank you for that and for saving my life. I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t arrived.”




    Remembering her expression and how she’d handled herself when confronted by her attackers, I wasn’t sure I agreed. She’d looked as if she meant to handle the situation all by her lonesome, with no help needed from me or anyone else. I wondered what she might have done had I not arrived and whether those Guardsmen were lucky I had.




    I raised my glass. “To daring rescues—and escapes—and to continued life. Except for brothers who wish to harm their sisters, of course.”




    She leaned in, excited. “You believe me, then?”




    Since I still held my glass up, she took hold of hers and raised it. We both drank.




    “Let’s just say I understand a thing or two about the viciousness of siblings.”




    In truth, I didn’t know a thing about it, at least not personally. I only have one sibling, a sister, and I love her very much, just as she loves me. Never mind that I hadn’t seen her in a few years. We had our arguments in the past, but never once had they escalated beyond the moment. I like to think our upbringing, such as it was, helped solidify our bond. Maybe it was the sacrifices we’d each had to make for the other, for we’d relied on one another for our very lives. That level of dependency was not something one chose. It was forced onto you. But it was what was needed at the time, and I knew we’d both come out stronger because of it. I doubted Gwendolyn or her brother had ever endured such a trial. Theirs was a bond of happenstance and convenience, the benefits of which had now played themselves out. I knew why Walter wanted his sister dead, but I didn’t understand it. Nor did I think I ever would.




    “Tell me,” I said, “what does your brother get out of all of this? What’s this vote he wishes to push through?”




    She let out a breath, considering her thoughts. “Walter does not feel the governance-by-committee approach is working. He thinks the Society should move faster, fund more projects, and diversify its direction. The primary council, as it stands, now hinders these things or halts them altogether. He, therefore, wishes to consolidate all decision-making into a role held by a single individual. That individual is, of course, him.”




    “Sounds like a dictatorship.” A position that I’d helped move Walter Goddard one step closer to. “The way I see it, Gwendolyn, you have two options: leave the city until it’s safe to return or take out your brother.”




    She considered my words, but not for long. “No. I won’t kill my own brother, despite his intention to do the very same thing to me. But neither will I leave my home. I won’t let him bully me.”




    “What about going into hiding for a short while? Does the opportunity for voting on a measure not expire at some point?”




    “A measure is dismissed only after five attempts to pass or fail it. As of now, three voting sessions for this measure have occurred. The last was well over a year ago, and we probably would have gone another year or more before the next if not for Reynold’s death. As to your other question, if a member of the primary council is not present, then no vote can be taken. This is so that each primary has a fair chance of voicing their opinions. Hiding will change nothing.”




    “But killing you will?” I asked.




    “If I die,” she said, “another member, as decided upon by the core founding members, will take my place. I am certain this person will be a loyal supporter of my brother.”




    “Then that leaves the other option as your only choice.” I wondered how much information to convey. I kept it simple. She didn’t need to know any of the details. “I know a person who specializes in this sort of business. I can arrange it with no involvement from you.”




    The words were like a trigger, causing her gaze to leave mine as she leaned back in her chair. She remained like that for a few minutes, staring off at nothing. When her gaze returned to me, I saw such a look of refusal on her face that I knew her decision before she’d even spoken it.




    “I won’t murder my brother.”




    While I admired her taking the high moral ground, I wasn’t sure she had the luxury. From where I stood—or sat, as the case might be—she didn’t have a lot of other choices. “He had no qualms about doing the same to you,” I said, as if she needed the reminder.




    She shook her head. “I don’t care. I won’t stoop to his level. There must be another way.”




    If there was, I didn’t know what it was. But I saw the wheels turning in her head, so I waited. I didn’t have to wait long.




    “If we can show the others what Walter has planned, then maybe we can derail his design entirely and put the final nail in this measure’s coffin once and for all.”




    “How do you propose we do that?” I hadn’t missed her use of the word ‘we.’




    “Walter has a secret warehouse inside the city which he thinks only he and his cronies know about. But Reynold found out about it. Walter uses the warehouse to store materials and other items related to projects without hope of ever being sanctioned by the Society. These projects were believed too dangerous or delved too far into unethical territory. Yet they represent the direction Walter wishes to take the Society should his plan come to fruition. My husband’s most fervent desire was that these projects never see the light of day, so that mission is now mine.” Her gaze intensified as she asked, “Will you help me fulfill it?”




    “Yes.”




    It was an easy answer to give. Now, more than ever, my mind was made up, not because of what I’d done to her husband, but because of what Walter had tried to do to her. I might have little moral ground of my own to stand on, but even I looked upon sororicide with a certain amount of derision. Family was all one had when you got right down to it.




    We finished our drinks, paid our bill, and slipped back outside after I’d checked that no Black Guardsmen loitered about. We hailed a conventional, horse-drawn carriage, settling ourselves inside as we left the hustle and bustle behind. Soon the steady clip-clop and rolling wheels of our carriage replaced the noise of revelry until we heard nothing else for some time. The carriage’s rhythm and the late hour soon threatened to lull us both to sleep. But I’ve spent many nights awake until the wee hours, so I quickly shook it off. Gwendolyn, who must have passed her tolerance some time ago, dozed, waking only once when the carriage hit a pothole. She smiled briefly at me before her eyes drooped once more. Though I wanted to ask her more about the secret warehouse—what part of town was it in, how many guards, that sort of thing—I allowed her to rest. She was a striking woman, no less so while she napped. Each time the light from a streetlamp illuminated the inside of the carriage, I found myself mesmerized by the rose of her cheeks and the curve of her lips. It was a shame we reached our destination so quickly.




    Wishing to head off any suspicions on the driver's part, I had him drop us off in front of a row of luxury apartments. With the fare settled and the clip-clop of the carriage fading into the night, we set out to cover the remaining distance on foot. Along the way, Gwendolyn briefed me on what to expect. There were no guards outside the warehouse, but Walter had plainclothes patrolmen on duty at all hours inside. Not Black Guard, but trained mercenaries nonetheless. Other than that, there remained only the manner in which we’d gain access to what she called ‘the vault,’ a room inside the warehouse that was impenetrable but for a single iron door never left unlocked. Gwendolyn had an answer ready for that: a skeleton key whose manufacture her late husband had commissioned.




    Once we drew near the warehouse, I made a cursory inspection, noting doors and, of more interest, any windows that might provide easy access inside. It wasn’t unusual for a warehouse to have windows cracked, especially high up, to keep the air inside from growing too stale. Such was the case here, as I spotted several half-open ones high above. Leaving Gwendolyn in the shadows with a stern warning to flee if she was spotted, I went to find a place beneath those windows from which to start my ascent. I almost wished I’d taken the time to change clothes into my usual dark leather or, at the very least, my boots, which were much sturdier than my current shoes. But I’d been climbing or scaling pipes, balconies, and walls since I was a boy, so once I’d found a nearby drainage pipe going all the way to the roof, this climb became no more difficult than any other. That is, until I had a surprise visitor in the form of a crow so fat I didn’t see how it flew, let alone reached its current rooftop perch.




    “Caw! Caw!”




    The crow looked down, head turned with one large, unblinking, copper-flecked eye studying me.




    “Caw! Caw!”




    Superstitious folk consider crows bad omens, especially when one hangs around for too long. I’m not the superstitious type, but neither do I believe in tempting fate. But short of throwing a knife at the bird, I didn’t see how I could make it go away. Luckily, it grew bored watching me. Spreading its wings, it leaped over the edge. But instead of flying away, the crow dove straight at me.




    “Teeel-da!”




    It veered away at the last moment, its gut-wrenching screech almost causing me to lose my grip. I listened to its flapping gradually fade until it disappeared. After a curse I kept to myself for fear of alerting the guards inside, I returned to business, securing a hand on the window’s base, swinging over, and pulling myself into the warehouse’s interior.




    Darkness gave way below to faint illumination from a smattering of glow-lamps. Crates rose amidst that light into the darkness like silent, irregular towers, their formations separated by many lanes and avenues. At the room’s center, almost hidden by the stacks of crates, was a huge metal compartment that must be what Gwendolyn had called the vault. It had only one door that I could see from my current vantage point. The door stood at least ten feet tall and probably had a thickness to match. I scanned for guards, finally seeing one after I’d given it a good five minutes. His saunter spoke of too many boring, uneventful hours. Little did he know his life was about to get a lot more exciting.




    In complete silence, I lowered myself to the top of the nearest stack of crates. I let the guard pass beneath me, then I followed, descending as necessary until only two containers separated me from the floor. Withdrawing one of my knives, I readied myself to spring. I wasn’t planning on killing him, but I might need the blade to show him I meant business. As luck would have it, I came down behind the watchman with him none the wiser. I rapped him across the back of the head with my knife’s hilt, and that was that. I put my knife away and took the man’s club, figuring he no longer had much use for it. As I stood, I noticed something odd about one of his gloves. Both were plain leather, but one had metallic bands sewn into the fingers and palm. I might have thought the bands were a decoration, but I knew better. If it was a weapon, I was completely unfamiliar with it.




    Finding the door where Gwendolyn waited, I ushered her inside. I cautioned her to remain silent since I suspected we had at least one more guard to worry about, though we made our way to the vault unmolested. Gwendolyn took out her key, which wasn’t a key at all in the conventional sense, but a rectangular box, about as small as one of her hands, and opened on one side. I saw two sections within. Across the upper part was a series of magnets, while beneath were tiny brass gears, sectioned off so that each magnet had a corresponding set of gears. Gwendolyn put the ‘key’ onto the door, right above the handle, where it stayed in place via forces unknown. I hadn’t looked that closely before, but now I saw the door had no conventional keyhole. Gwendolyn touched the key device in such a way that the gears spun, and the magnets moved. There were six magnets in all, all lined up together at first. But then one repositioned itself, sliding to the right before pressing downward. Once in place, its corresponding gears stopped spinning. Meanwhile, the rest of the gears continued to turn while the device determined the next magnet position. After a few moments, the second magnet slid over and, like the first, locked into place as more gears froze. It seemed the door’s locking mechanism was a puzzle, and the key device, the solution. The third magnet slid into place just as a second guard appeared.




    “Keep at it,” I said to Gwendolyn as I rushed to meet him.




    The guard took a defensive posture, waiting for me to come to him. I obliged him, letting my club do the talking for me. We exchanged blows—Clack! Clack!—which was just my kind of fight, when the guard had to spoil things by reaching out with a metallic-banded glove similar to the one I’d seen on the other one. I expected him to grab my weapon arm. Instead, he moved in close enough to touch my chest. The maneuver was unconventional and unexpected, or so I thought when I felt such a shock where he’d touched me, I didn’t realize he’d hurled me away until I was already on the floor and struggling to get back up. He’d thrown me clear past the vault and Gwendolyn so that she now stood between us. The club had fallen from my hand, but I still had my knives. I drew one, grasping the handle despite the numbness gripping every part of my body, and hurled it at him. Too bad my throw was off. The knife wobbled through the air and nearly struck Gwendolyn as it clanged off the metal of the vault.




    “Sorry!” I yelled, even as I staggered toward the guard.




    He had his hand out, ready for me. This time, though, I knew to remain wary of it. He tried to press it to my chest again. When that didn’t work, he tried to grab my arm. I was unsteady enough that he almost had me. But I grabbed him instead, spinning him around while taking hold of his forearm. My other arm wrapped itself around his neck.




    “Let’s see how you like it,” I said, slamming his gloved hand into his body. Turns out, neither of us liked it, though he at least took the brunt of the explosive shock as it hurled us across the room, where I had the pleasure of breaking our fall against some waiting crates. After a few moments, I stood on wobbly legs, which was more than my assailant managed, as it appeared he’d slipped into unconsciousness. I took a few deep breaths, waiting for the renewed numbness to pass before I staggered back to Gwendolyn.




    “What the hell are those things?” I asked. “I feel like I’ve been tossed off the side of a building then struck by lightning on the way down.”




    “One of Walter’s projects,” Gwendolyn said.




    The last of the key device’s magnets locked into place, and with a sharp release, the great door opened. Gwendolyn was the first inside. I followed, wary of any more of Walter’s ‘projects.’ Speaking of which, the interior of the vault was full of them. They were stacked on either side of a single walkway that ended at the vault’s far side. Most were inside closed metal boxes, but others were on display, as if for demonstration. The unboxed items were labeled with parchment tags. I looked at one of them, but the writing was not in any language I’d ever seen before. Each box bore a similar mark, their meaning as cryptic as the writing on the tags. Gwendolyn seemed to have some idea what she was looking for as she perused each of the boxes, humming as she passed one after the other. Finally, she put her finger on one in particular.




    “Would you mind?” she asked me, stepping out of the way.




    I obliged her, setting the unlocked box on the floor. Without ceremony, Gwendolyn sank to her knees and swung the lid open.




    Inside was a metal rod, a small chest, and an open box filled with glass spheres. Gwendolyn reached straight for the chest and opened it. Within were two metal plates, each the same size, rectangular, and composed of the same silver-like material.




    “These are going to convince your membership of Walter’s ill intentions?” I asked.




    Gwendolyn stood and, without answering, looked for something else. Her gaze settled on one of the display items. It was a sphere about as big as my fist, with two slots, each large enough to accommodate one of the rectangular pieces of metal. Gwendolyn held the orb and the chest with its metallic rectangles up to me.




    “Together, these will,” she said, then offered me no opportunity for further questions as she exited the vault.




    I had no choice but to follow her outside the warehouse. Once there, I wondered about our next move.
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