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CHAPTER ONE
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Bishop Durothan hurtled up the stairs of the Dusk Tower two at a time, agility that surprised him as fear overrode the flabbiness of a life of ease. A pair of acolytes scrambled after him, one clutching a scroll tube in white-knuckled fists, grimacing as though the item seared the palms of his hands.

“Yazaat!”

Thick doors at the top of the stairwell boomed at his barked word of power, symbols across their iron bands flaring like stirred embers. They parted before the Bishop and candles throughout the chamber beyond crackled to yellowy life at his entrance.

“There!” He pointed at the pedestal at the center of the room. “Put it there!”

The acolytes skidded to a halt at the entrance, wide eyes taking in this strangest of their master’s sanctums. Skulls grinned from bookshelves cob-webbed in shadow. What looked like a giant bird cage crowded a corner, unoccupied, but beginning to clank with the rousing of something unseen. And Durothan’s blackened mahogany desk sprawled with a chair half-turned to the room’s sole window, allowing a breath of night air through and a view of the double moons rising above the city of Scintallard.

Durothan spun to the gawking youths. “Fools! Do you think a Master of the White Guard can combat the Dark Arts without first having some knowledge of them?”

The acolyte with the scroll tube stumbled into the chamber, nearly dropped his charge. Behind him, his comrade fell to his knees with a warble of prayer, making the sign of the Resplendent One – thumbs and fingers forming the sphere of the sun.

“There,” Durothan repeated through gritting teeth. The top of the pedestal was a hexagon of stone worked in runic circles that radiated out from a smooth, hollow center. Nearness to the marble and its symbols of protection brought coolness and calm – a reassurance the Bishop hadn’t felt since the moment the item arrived at the temple gatehouse in the hands of a dying, horribly-mutilated beggar.

Not just mutilated...partially-skinned.

The young man tripped again, this time dropping the tube which thudded across the floor with a weightiness its size did not suggest.

“Idiot!” Durothan kicked the acolyte once, twice in the ribs and pointed towards the door. “Get out! Both of you leave!” The Bishop didn’t give the youth even a moment’s head start before spitting words of command. The huge doors swung shut at the boy’s back, impact catapulting him onto his compatriot with a howl as the two tumbled down the stairs.

Durothan wiped sweat from his brow and turned to regard the tube, settling now against the pedestal’s base. Attuned to the Outer Dark as no man should be, he could see tendrils of darkness, of corruption worming their way out into the air itself.

From one of the lower drawers of the desk he drew forth a pair of gauntlets that would have seemed at home in the kit of a Scintallan heavy cavalryman if it wasn’t for the sigils etched into the steel. Offering up a prayer – may the Resplendent One forgive wickedness that, after all, serves the state – he slid on the gloves and approached the tube.

The cage rattled in its corner, bars clanging under a flurry of unseen blows.

“Quiet,” Durothan commanded hoarsely. After a moment the din ceased and he bent over the container, snatched it from the floor. With his free hand he worked the cap loose. Stench purled forth as the bronze plug popped free and was cast aside. Gagging, Durothan upended the container and let its contents slough wetly onto the pedestal top.

The symbols of encasement, etched with spell and blood by a previous Master, flared azure, a lightning pulse of power that spoke of wards of protection now enveloping the vile thing on the marble. And vile was the word, Durothan reflected as he removed the ensorcelled gauntlets and set them and the scroll tube aside. Stepping closer he saw – realized, even as his mind resisted the truth – that the parchment was, instead, freshly-carved flesh, still tacky with blood, still oozing mucous.

“Master,” spoke a voice muffled, as though through a gag. In the same moment, the parchment began to unroll itself. Tags of hair caught momentarily at torn corners of meat. Script cut crudely into the surface shown jagged and red-black. The strip of flesh settled slickly across the pedestal top as a blue-white shimmer worked through the sigils at the protective circle’s edges.

“Resplendent One,” Durothan wheezed from the gut-kicked airlessness of his chest, “please, forgive us.”

The outline of a face – a peeled face – stared at Durothan. As the Bishop trembled, the thing’s lips moved into what might have been a smile. “Hello, Master.”

“Barulu.” Durothan fought back vomit. “Scintallos and the Saints, what has happened to you?”

The thing’s smile widened until the entire page wrinkled. “Success, my master.”

“I...” the Bishop shook his head “...I don’t understand.”

“Of course, you don’t.” The voice that had belonged to Durothan’s most prized pupil had an airy, bubbling wheeze, like words forced from a drowned man’s lungs. “The success I have found is greater than any you could have imagined when you sent me on my task.”

Durothan sucked in a ragged breath. “The Book of Urog-Moloth? You have it? You found the Tome of Flesh?”

The page quivering with a sound that became apparent as horrid laughter. “I would think that is obvious.”

“Then where—” Confusion fought horror in Durothan’s mind. He drew another, steeling breath and put a steadying hand to his sweat-doused forehead. “What has done this to you?”

“I have done this to myself.”

The Bishop grimaced. “Why?”

“In order to send you messages, my former teacher,” the thing replied. “The first, you understand already. The book is now mine.”

“You were to bring it back,” Durothan said with vehemence, impatience and anger bringing calculation back to his mind. “We need its secrets, Barulu.”

“You understand nothing of its secrets, imbecile!” A fleck of fat speckled the crease of the thing’s lips. Its wheezing tone took on an element of melancholy, of suffering. “Had you but comprehended, you would never have sent me into the wilds to find it.”

“You volunteered, Barulu.” Durothan surprised himself by growing indignant. Blasphemies and sorceries, aside, he was still the Master here! “It was your pleasure to serve. It was your duty.”

“Duty,” the flap of skin sighed. “Ah, yes...but it matters little. The Book has found me now—” the vileness that had been the acolyte Barulu’s face crinkled into something like confusion “—or I have found it...”

“Without its sorceries we cannot hope to counter the Emperor,” Durothan insisted. “Barulu, you must—”

“The book cares little for your petty plots, Bishop!” The page’s shriek forced Durothan to cup hands to his ears. “The book – that is, we – have seen empires collapse, have seen races rise and tumble into the Long Dark. Your silly Emperor will fall, but not to corrupt priests and grasping landowners – to us.”

Durothan lowered his hands and regarded the thing with a new fear that pierced his loathing as an icicle to the intestines. “What is it that you intend, Barulu?”

“Ah, and that is my second message,” the Barulu-thing purred. “I am coming to Scintallos. Already some of my pages circulate in your garbage-strewn streets. Already the seeds of your destruction germinate. By the time I arrive, Master, the fires will be burning bright about you, the blood flowing at your ankles.” The part in the skin flap that was Barulu’s mouth expanded to a toothless, yet undeniably maniacal smile. “You have brought hell to your world.”

The Bishop stared at the abomination, shock fading as he thought over disrupted plans and dangers of a very earthly sort. The terror of the last few minutes settled into a vague sickness in his belly, replaced now as he calculated. Co-conspirators would have to be warned, timetables altered, and – by Scintallos! – the Book would have to be retrieved.

“Have you no response, my teacher?” the page sneered. “I have never known you to struggle for words.”

Durothan turned to his desk, opened another drawer, and drew out a long, smooth sliver of obsidian. I cannot expose myself, no. My absence from the capitol at this time would be noticed. The wand warmed to his touch. But I cannot trust the task to one with Barulu’s faults. No, I see it now, and should have before.

“Answer, old man!” the Barulu-thing snarled. “Or is your defeat already so great?”

“Hubris,” Durothan said, turning to face the page of flesh with the wand outstretched. He advanced to the pedestal with a weary smile. “It gave you your strength, indeed, it did, Barulu.”

“You babble, fool.”

“And now,” Durothan touched the wand to the edge of the marble, “it appears to have been your undoing.”

The runes circling the page flared crimson. A jet of warmth shot up the obsidian into Durothan’s hand, travelled up his forearm, into his shoulder. With a grunt of pain, the Bishop staggered back. The reflexive motion saved his eyebrows as the top of the pedestal exploded in a column of fire that went from red to white-hot in the span of a heartbeat.

The skin flayed from the face of Barulu screamed as flames ate at it, the sound rising to a keen that rattled the stone of the Dusk Tower to its base. Durothan dropped the wand, sagged back against his desk and again cupped his ears. The scream reverberated beyond the material, shuddered in his soul and echoed back again. Vision doubled, went red, blurred into a shimmer of tears.

The inferno died in an anticlimactic puff of fumes.

Durothan blinked in the sudden, calamitous silence and tasted blood, had bitten his tongue as he slid to the floor. A gagging, fire-pit stench clung in sickly yellow-gray clouds about the chamber ceiling. Vaguely, through the window, he heard bells chiming, the alarm spreading through the great city. Few would understand the source of the disturbance, but once it became clear that it emanated from the Tower, none would question. None wanted to know how the White Guard went about the business of protecting the Empire from the unknowable terrors of the Outer Dark.

Protect the Empire...

Durothan rose, painfully now as fear subsided behind the reality of a crushing headache. The cage in the corner rattled frantically at his approach. The Bishop caressed its bars. “Cross the Straights of Farkhun and inform Duke Urius he will need to move troops back into the city,” he said to the presence within. “And tell him I need him here, too. Our plans have changed.”

The door to the cage rang open with sprung locks. Wind buffeted Durothan with chill from a place beyond human ken. Smoke from the scorched page whirled in response. The cloud funneled, distended into a shape that could almost be a writhing human figure, before a gale rent it to wild vortices rushing out the Bishop’s window into the night.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The inn known as the Gruzh’s Pleasure thrummed like a well-sated drunk, sprawled in its dingy corner of Scintallard’s Sword Makers’ Square.

Outside its pocked masonry façade – thought to have once belonged to a Scintallan infantry cohort’s barracks – torches guttered down before the murky encroachment of night. Shopkeepers boarded up windows as the evening chill drew a filmy haze from the harbor district stinking of fish, excrement, and rot. And even as the last locks snicked shut, shadows with the gleam of malice in eyes and steel in fists prowled forth from reeking nooks to seek a night’s business.

But within the Gruzh’s walls, life clamored through its common room against the lurid glare of a booming hearth.

Clean-shaven courtiers in silver-trimmed velvet trailed bouncing, painted girls to the stairs flanking the long bar. On their way, they brushed elbows with turbaned Ybbassid merchants, foggy-eyed with drink, savoring a night of the world’s vices while a sea still separated them from their reactionary homeland. Fumes smelling of spice and madness purled from a corner where a trio of dusky-skinned Xyxians passed around a Whisperweed pipe and argued softly over a book etched with strange script. In another corner, a hooded figure sat alone with ale, occasionally lifting the goblet into dark folds that never allowed a glimpse of a face. A careful eye might have noted the oily length of tentacle clasping the drink.

Many things strange and wondrous crowded the Gruzh nightly, slices and snatches of the lands ringing the Mid Sea, but none so boisterously as the Vothans.

A head taller than any other race in the room, their laughter shattered through the general din as they diced and drank and feasted. Their boasts set others to unease with their vehemence and their monstrous axes, glittering always near at hand, deterred complaints. The chestnut- and blonde-haired giants called the two-story ramshackle that was the Gruzh home for all rights and purposes, and none thought to question.

Until tonight.

Strayden of Starad lowered his goblet and wiped wine from blondish whiskers touched gray with the first hints of middle-age. He refilled his drink from a bottle – his third that evening – and tried to keep tremors from his hand that would betray rage. Taking another sip, letting the red warmth sooth fury, he glowered at the younger man across the table.

Even amongst Vothans, Harald Hegruum stood out. Clad in the crimson and gold tunic of a Guards Captain, the medallion of the Emperor’s favor a sun ball at his breast, Harald gleamed against the muddy profusion of the inn’s clientele. Smiling through combed layers of reddish-blonde beard, he leaned back in his chair and tapped at the jeweled pommel of his broadsword. The gesture hinted at warning, as well as drawing attention to the youth’s finery.

“You’ve got a lot of nerve,” Strayden said with mildness that did not take the growl from his tone, “saying that kind of shit to me here in my own place.”

“Your place?” Harald snorted. “Looks more like squatters here than any paying customers. I’m surprised Hilde doesn’t have you ejected.”

“She knows we’re good for business.” Strayden glanced towards the bar and the curvy, cackling blonde there, passing out drinks and rebukes in even amounts. “We pay—yes we do, damn your smirking!—and we keep out the bullies and the gutter scum.”

Harald sipped lightly at the wine before him. “I would say it rather looks like she lets them in.”

“Well, we can’t all be as pretty as you.”

Harald shrugged, as if to accept the obviousness of the statement. “What say you to my tidings?”

“The Fifth Cohort is mine!” Strayden punctuated the last word with a fist to the tabletop. The blow startled non-Vothans around the room. “They won’t follow some prissy, perfumed Scintallan fop—” Strayden stabbed a finger towards the other man’s face “—nor one of your cronies, Harald.”

“If memory serves, you once counted yourself amongst such.”

“Well...” Strayden spat to the side “...success spoiled one of us.”

Harald took another drag at his wine, heartily now, some hint of emotion for the first time. “The Fifth is a disgrace,” he hissed. “When was the last time it showed for muster or was counted in the rolls? Do you even know how many men you have?”

“Why, Harald,” Strayden leaned back in his chair, arms spread grandly as he pitched his voice to a boom, “I have an army!”

Vothans roared their approval from around the common room, fists pumped into the air, a few knuckles dashing plaster from the ceiling. Drinks sloshed and the clanking of mugs went around, most of the revelers likely unaware of what they toasted.

“You have criminals,” Harald sneered through the subsiding din. “There’s the thievery, the drinking, the whoring—”

Strayden grimaced as the other man gestured to his right. In a corner, Aelren—the pretty-boy fool—had one of Hilde’s girls on his lap. By the way her skirts spilled over him and the up-and-down rock of her hips, the idiot was obviously plowing her right there.

“—the property damage, terrorizing Imperial subjects, and last week street fighting with the Urban Cohorts while a riot was under way!”

Strayden’s glare snapped back to Harald. “We put down that riot when no one else even bothered to leave their barracks.” Again he jabbed the accusing finger across the table. “Then the Regulars showed up and attacked us as if we were part of it!”

“Perhaps they couldn’t tell you apart from the street trash!”

Strayden sagged against the back of the chair again, accepting the jibe. “The Fifth is mine,” he repeated, dourly now.

“Every time you and yours have one of your blow-ups it incriminates the entire Vothan Guard.”

“And since when has anyone cared? The Emperor has always wanted his subjects a little terrorized and the Regulars a little off balance.” Strayden sat up violently, on the offensive again. “And before someone put that medallion on your chest, you didn’t care so much either.”

“Things have changed, Strayden.”

“Oh, I’ve noticed.” Strayden leaned over the table, pitching his voice low so that the younger man had to draw near to hear him. “Something is happening in this city, Harald. That riot last week was the third in a month. And these haven’t some spontaneous scraps, either, not like the gangs skull-bashing after the races at the hippodrome or the poor scrambling for food. These have been coordinated by...something.”

Harald shook his head with a sneer. “You’re paranoid – comes with the drunkenness.”

“I’m not...” Strayden glanced at the goblet in his fist “...paranoid, that is. Look, last week that mob threw itself on our shields. I lost Vothans, Harald, hard fighting. The very sight of us is usually enough to scatter the bullies.”

“I would’ve said it was the smell.”

Strayden ground his teeth. “There was an almost religious craze to the scrap. And some of them...” he shivered with memory “...disfigured, as If they’d been cutting on themselves before the attacks.”

Harald belched outrageously but a quiver in his eyes belied the disregard.

“There’s a feel to things in the city, these days. Everyone’s talking about it.” Strayden glanced about uncomfortably. “Some are wondering if the Emperor’s rule is so stable anymore.”

Harald nodded. “And that is exactly why the Fifth – the whole Guard – must have proper leadership.”

Strayden grimaced. “It’s that again, is it?” He spat once more, this time so close to the other man that flecks glimmered on a crimson sleeve.

“Would it be so hard, Strayden?” Harald’s voice went soft, almost pleading.

A gut-punched breath escaped though Strayden’s clenched teeth. “I’m not bowing down to their sniveling sun god, Harald.”

“It’s words.” Harald waved a hand dismissively. “It’s an empty ceremony and then the Emperor and his priests will be satisfied and we can do what we want.”

“Words have power, Harald.”

The younger man fingered his goblet, perhaps with a hint of discomfort. “Sometimes...” 

“You can’t really mean that.” Strayden’s voice rose on the tide of his anger and disbelief. “Our ancestors would piss on you for your oath-breaking.” He was out of his seat without realizing it, stood trembling and full of the frenzy that could jerk the axe leaned against his back into a gory whirlwind. “The Hall of Heroes would be barred to you and your get for all eternity!”

Harald remained in his seat, smirking and impassive as even some of the Vothan patrons around them stilled and stared.

A glare to rival the sun blaze of Harald’s new deity set them back to their business and Strayden, unwilling to admit embarrassment, did not again sit till the Gruzh had returned to its normal bustle. “Huh...Vothan Guard...” he shook his head. “Look at you sitting there. You’re not even Vothan enough to be insulted.”

“And you’re all so very Vothan here aren’t you?” Harald cast a sideways glance as a huge, dark figure sidled by his chair. The passerby towered even higher than his fair-haired compatriots, but the gleaming, ebon shade of his skin, the shadowy colors of distant Nuburra, made him notable.

“Durrak is more Vothan than you can claim anymore,” Strayden snapped.

Harald shook his head and rose from his seat. “You’re drunk—”

“Every damned day.”

“—so I’m going to forget some of this.” He paused to empty his wine with a monstrous gulp any Vothan would salute. “This cohort must have a proper leader, Strayden. That can be you, but things have to change.”

Strayden emptied his own goblet and reached for the bottle again. Pouring, he said mildly, “Gruzh send you to the Corpse Cave, Harald Hegruum.”

“Gruzh,” Harald replied softly, “sitting aloof on his mountain. Izzliv the steel serpent, waiting in his tunnels beneath to whisper the charm of victory. Yngvag of Ice...Ziana of Fire...Vodor of Lightning...” He shook his head as if pitying Strayden and the men around them. “What has any of them brought us?”

Strayden blew out a breath to control his disgust and took a drink.

“Our people squat in their frigid highlands still, impoverished, starving and small.” Harald waved to an open window, to the starry sea of Scintallard’s ten thousand lights. “Look at that, Strayden. Look at what Scintallos has made. Gruzh will never make that. The Old Gods can never make men more.”

Strayden shrugged, said softly, “Maybe we weren’t meant to be.”

“And maybe that is why the Fifth needs a new leader.” Harald rose from his seat and turned to leave, calling over his shoulder, “Consider carefully.”

Stradyen glared after the young man, once his pupil, his oath-mate—once nothing, until I made him more! “You can shove Scintallos’ sun bolt up your ass!” he barked.

But Harald had already passed out the front door.

***
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SCINTALLARD CROWDED the interior of a jagged crater – heretical myth declared it the point at which a god smote the earth, ages before Man’s crawl from the primordial shadow. Ivory and gilt spires frothed up the caldera’s steep walls to its wind-worn crags as the foam of a drink does to the lips of a goblet. Seen by sailors, approaching it from the Mid Sea, the city of Scintallos spilled golden to the water, where reflection made true its scintillating moniker. Pilgrims were said to fall to the decks of the galleys that brought them, paralyzed by the soul-crushing majesty that was their deity’s finest manifestation in the material world.

And the sun bloke’s flock certainly loves to have their souls crushed, Asyra thought with a chuckle from her perch atop a splintered jag of the caldera.

By night, seen from the lip of the burnt-out cone, the city more resembled the Hell of Scintallan nightmare. Haze hung swamp-like about the bay, fumes snaking upwards amongst alleys, warehouses, and hovels to give the lights there a ghostly, willow-the-wisp flutter. Torch and lamp flame picked out the crumble and disrepair of older buildings rising above the murk, making many seem more a part of the dead cliffs above than the live city below. And the collective orange-red glow of Scintallard’s reputed ten thousand lights had more of the hue of the Inferno than gold.

But gold there is.

Asyra turned from her crouch to regard Maurik and the contraption. How he’d acquired the light bolt thrower from the Urban Cohorts’ armory remained a mystery – even more so, how its absence had not yet been noted. How they’d dragged it up the bleak, wind-hammered spires of the caldera was less mystery and more miraculous. Asyra massaged a shoulder left raw by the tackle she and Maurik had used to haul the beast with them. Of course, it’s always surprising what you can make yourself do when you want something bad enough.

“Almost ready?”

Maurik’s narrow, rodent-like face pinched with annoyance as he worked the crank of the thrower. “You could help, you know.”

Asyra offered him a dazzling smile, one that had helped her circle the entirety of the Mid Sea, from the worse-than-slavery of an Ybbassid harem to the infamy and occasional glory as Scintallard’s most outrageous burglar. Slipping back into her leather jacket – part of a full body suit –and working the ties tight, she replied, “I’m eyeballing the approach.”

“You had better,” Maurik said between grunts, “because we only get one try.”

Despite his reasonable competence as a partner in her schemes – and in other, more intimate settings – Maurik had that grinding dissatisfaction, that bitchiness that marked so many native Scintallans. Asyra pivoted away from him to regard the target. “One will be enough.”

Ninety yards across open, stinking air from her vantage stood the narrow stem of a tower. Colored the white-gray of its imported limestone, but capped with a ring of iron, rain had streaked its upper third in rusty red streaks. Seen from near distance it looked very much like a ghostly digit cut to a bloody stump.

Unsurprisingly, this had led the surrounding Grubber’s District – a course and callous lot to begin with – to nickname it the Blunted Finger. That a Xyxian rumored to dabble in sorcery kept it as a summer home did nothing to improve its reputation. That it appeared to be nothing more than a hollow – if spectacular – tube, its corroding top ring etched with hieroglyphs, gave the worst stories about it more than a passing credence.

That its masonry was said to be in poor condition had attracted Asyra.

“Ready now?”

Maurik’s hissed complaints ceased with a clank. “All right, then.”

She grinned at the ingenuity for a moment. Maurik had replaced the thrower’s standard ballista shot with a grappling harpoon lifted from the Navy docks. She’d gotten the idea watching galley squadrons practice boarding maneuvers on the Bay of Souls. Maurik had fretted over the lack of a test but had conceded the impracticability of such a thing.

If it doesn’t work, she thought with a sigh, we melt into the night – the sigh ended with tightening muscles – and say farewell to five hundred Imperials, fifty of which was paid up front. She gave herself a shake. Well, it’s going to work.

“Let’s do this.”

Asyra stepped to Maurik’s side and watched over the Scintallan’s shoulder as he sighted the target. She could see it now, as she had on previous scouting trips:  a particularly wind-worn spot where cracks webbed out from a gap in the limestone slabs. “That’s it,” she purred through clenched teeth. “Easy now.”

Maurik replied with a yank of the trigger.

Tension released with a crack and a ring of metal, followed by the hiss of rushing cord. A metallic blur jumped the distance to the tower, the rope behind it giving an almost sluggish appearance to its course. Dirt and powdering stone billowed away from impact. A pick axe chunk echoed, then the gentle clatter of falling debris.

“Pull.” Asyra gripped Maurik’s shoulder hard enough to draw a hiss of pain. “Did it work? Pull, Maurik!”

Her co-conspirator gave the line a tug, bracing himself with boots against a boulder. Muscles stood out along face and arms. Tension slipped and he jerked backwards. Asyra forced down a curse. Maurik dragged on the line again and she joined him. The line grated, loosened, trembled in their fists...then—yes!—held.

Maurik chuckled between labored breaths. “That did it. I will be damned...”

“Not quite yet.” Asyra brushed lips with the man, followed with a rough clap to the chest when he reached for her. “No time. Let’s move!”

From the tackle used to tow the bolt thrower, they stripped rigging modified for an additional purpose. Asyra threw a length of leather over the cord, buckled it to a makeshift harness – part of the plan, as with everything else – and writhed into it. She tested her weight, dangling from the cord, and then turned with a smile gone feral. “Ready for this?”

Maurik was finishing the assembly of his own harness and throwing coiled rope around his shoulders. He matched her grin with his own. “Suppose it’s late in the game to mention I’m afraid of heights?”

Asyra snorted and turned to the gap. Scintallard’s lights winked at her mockingly and she marshaled a deep breath. A few hundred feet down, at least. Don’t look. Plastering a grin in place, as if doing so would defy the unreadable whims of whatever Fates there were, she lunged forward.

The city blurred below. Guts raced up into her throat and only the clenching of every muscle kept a scream of terror from ripping forth. The Blunted Finger careened towards her as the leather loop bit her palms, vibrating her fists, her arms to near-jelly. Wind scrawled her eyes dry and a part of her howled at the madness of it all as she dragged her feet up to plant against onrushing masonry.

Impact.

Legs jarred to numbness, Asyra nearly let go. Only the thrum of Maurik’s approach rallied her to drag her body up and to the side, hobnailed sandals finding grip in the decayed stone work. Maurik hit the Finger below and to the left of her, the strap of his harness slapping her forearm, almost jolting her loose. The curse halfway out of her mouth stilled as masonry creaked and disintegrating mortar purled loose. Both froze, stared at each other as the craggy hide of the Finger seemed to ripple beneath their weight.

Then stillness.

Maurik blew out a hoarse breath. “There has got to be an easier way to impress you.”

“Quiet.” She nodded downward.

The buildings of the Grubber’s District crowded in a mismatched jumble below, relics of an earlier phase of the city’s growth when civic planning hadn’t been a priority. Later development had seen sections razed and new additions thrown in with little thought to unity. One result of this evolution spread below the pair of thieves – the Blunted Finger nearly butted up against a villa of the old Imperial style.

“Drop it,” Asyra said.

Maurik released the length of rope he’d pulled from over his shoulders. The coil unraveled as it fell and landed on the villa’s roof with a clatter lost in the ambient thrum of the city at night. Maurik fastened the rope to the harpoon embedded in the Finger’s masonry and gave it a tug and shake before nodding to Asyra. “Now?”

For a moment, Asyra paused to flex her still-numbed calves and knees. She glanced about, taken for a moment by the weird grandeur of the view around her.

Slivers and flecks of light glinted from the tracery of streets and alleys, caught occasional blurs of movement, animals nosing through trash, ragged humans doing the same. Up the sloping interior of the caldera gleamed the finery of the Palace District, the Emperor’s estates sprawling fully-lit, the High Temple of Scintallos, a block away, brilliant as the twin moons’ light lanced through a purl of cloud to gleam across its gilded dome. Light and raucous noise drew her gaze downhill, to nearby Sword-maker’s Square, where a party seemed well underway from one of the many vile dens along its periphery.

“Asyra?”

She looked down and gave the rope a shake. The villa was a rectangle of imported marble, columned architecture, and hideously-expensive glass windows around a central garden within which glimmered the running water of a fountain. It was nearly hideous finery, dropped without seeming plan in the midst of squalor – very much the kind of place a foreign merchant would contract for rock-bottom prices.

“Let’s go.”

She dropped and let her body descend with the rope humming in gloved hands before bouncing off the Blunted Finger’s side once, twice. Down. She skipped aside to let Maurik plant with a crumble atop weather-beaten shingles. The pair froze again, listening for some sound of alarm. Maurik flashed her a smile and she nodded, pointed to the edge of the roof, gently angled down from their perch. The balcony’s over there, she mouthed wordlessly. He nodded in response and they slithered down together.

With fluid motions and practiced balance, both went over the lip of the roof to land on the balustrade below, slipped immediately to either side of a double-framed glass door. Again they paused to listen. Satisfied, Maurik went for the pouch at his hip, fished out implements his spidery fingers instantly put to work on the door’s lock. A pop of releasing mechanism proved it to be little impediment to his skill. With a fingertip, he pushed the doors inward.

A corridor extended into syrupy darkness beyond. Asyra’s right hand lingered for an instant near the hilt of the long knife strapped at her hip. No. That was an admission that things had gone wrong. But as she followed Maurik gliding in through the door, she could not escape the sudden feeling of something wrong in this place, like a chill breeze blowing in through – well, through a door opened by two thieves...

Leap-frogging down the hall, checking at each door for sound, they worked quickly towards the feeble, silvery light at its end. They paused at an arch allowing exit onto an interior walkway overlooking the villa gardens, absorbed their surroundings. The double moons shined over statues and bushes. Darkness enveloped the surrounding estate, unbroken by light or even the hint of movement. The burble of the central fountain filled the air, jarringly cheerful in an atmosphere that seemed increasingly off.

“No one home,” Maurik whispered. “Our luck holds.”

Asyra grabbed his arm as he started onto the walkway. “Yeah, but no guards?”

“I assume they’ll have the lower levels,” he replied. “That was always going to be the tricky part, wasn’t it?”

“Still...I wouldn’t figure the lord of the manor would want anyone getting this close to his real business.” Asyra bit her lip. “You’d think he’d have at least someone walking the outer perimeter.”

Maurik held back in the dark of the arch. “You planned it; you call it.”

Asyra didn’t answer for long moments. Finally, she shook herself. “No, it’s nothing. Let’s go.”

Soundlessly, the pair darted right and glided along the walkway. Asyra’s client had provided her a detailed description of the estate. Their goal lay beneath the manor walls opposite its main gate and stables. They reached the far side of the grand rectangle and found, just as described, a stairwell curling down to the first floor. With less disturbance than the passing of a breeze they descended, reaching in moments the lower level, which opened into an antechamber.

Columns framed the gardens to their left, echoing with the fountain and perfumed with growth. To their right a statue, white marble agleam even in the shadows, faced inward towards the courtyard, a naked young man with one hand gesturing inexplicably towards the antechamber’s back, northwestern corner, the other clasping an open book.

Asyra scrambled to the statue, paused to look around, and nodded to Maurik, who joined her in an instant. She reached over the figure’s left arm to caress the upraised letters on the stone book.

Maurik was breathing hard beside her. “You’re right. This is strange.” He clasped her shoulder. “No light, not even servants.”

“Postulus told me that the lord and his entourage were overseas for at least another week,” she whispered. “Keep your voice down.”

“But, like you said; he left no guards?”

“I know, Maurik. I know.” She looked over her shoulder at her partner. “But it’s five hundred Imperials.”

“Right,” he replied after a moment, gave himself a shake. “Right.”

Asyra turned back to the work. She depressed a letter on the stone book, felt the key clack into place, the first in a combination provided to her by Postulus who, in turn, had it from a well-bribed servant of this house. A servant nowhere in evidence here...

She pressed the next key and the next, following in the memorized pattern, grinding her teeth with every resounding snap of a letter into place. With the final key a dull thud rippled through the flagstones beneath them, was followed a moment later by a crackle of parting stone and the gentle hiss of released air and strange machinery. Asyra and Maurik froze as a door slid inward, hidden from the courtyard view by a column and an enclosing section of wall.

The statue’s right hand pointed the way and there seemed almost a smile on its mock-youthful face.

“Cute,” Asyra breathed, listening for alarm from the surrounding household, from within the newly-revealed door. Nothing. She nodded to Maurik. “Let’s finish it.”

They scurried to the open door. An uncertain flicker of torchlight from below revealed a downward curve of stairs – brought reassurance, too, the first sign that things were as they’d been described in this place. Stench purled up into the burglars’ faces, stale sweat, feces and urine, the redolence of packed human misery, perhaps a coppery touch of blood. Asyra thought she caught the clank of a chain and drew her long knife. More confirmation, she told herself, that the treasure they sought, indeed, lay close at hand.

Postulus Magnamius, Asyra’s client, was a mid-level Palace functionary with a family problem. His daughter possessed a fondness for the vices of the city’s lower levels and serious impulse control issues. She’d disappeared a week ago into the Grubber’s District pleasure dens and not returned. Frantic for his child – and no doubt desperate to preserve reputation – Postulus had had his agents scour Scintallard, finding quickly that she’d fallen afoul of slavers with an eye for upper-class meat. Such dogs had brought her to this house of foreign “merchant” Billious, known flesh-peddler to overseas clientele, but untouchable thanks to diplomatic niceties within the Emperor’s court.

Billious was not, however, untouchable to Scintillard’s most notorious home invader.

Asyra signaled Mauric to hold back and leaned into the doorway, casting a glance around the twist of the stairwell. Again, she caught the flicker of a torch below and by its nervous illumination saw red-brown smudges meandering down the steps:  footprints in blood. Unsurprising, considering Billious’ trade; few would concede to being dragged into a slave pen. With Maurik’s edgy breath at her back, Asyra followed the tracks down.

The short twist of begrimed steps took them to the basement level where Asyra cringed as she came into the full light of the torch, guttered down to a nub in a sconce at the end of a hall. She shrank into the dance of shadow, willing herself invisible as she strained every sense. Again, she heard the clank of manacles and again, the nearly overpowering reek of rot and illness. A glance caught a smear of blood across the corridor wall, handprints that drooled trails down to puddles still clotting at the floor.

A killing here...clumsy, costly work for men whose trade is living flesh.

Maurik touched her shoulder and drew her gaze with a sharp gesture to the end of the hall, where a stool lay across the passage – just where a guard should have been. Batting away her partner’s frantic gestures to leave – damn his nerves...five hundred Imperials! – she crept the length of the hall, eyeing the fallen stool the whole way as one would a poisonous snake. Reaching the far side she stood and, with teeth borne to force down the fear, leaned around the corner.

The slave pen level opened into a wide passage that stretched into distant, sludgy dark. The dying torch at the entrance provided its only light, caught feebly in puddles, flashed off the tail of a rat skittering away into blackness, glinted off chains and locks dangling free of open cell doors.

Open cells...

Maurik hissed behind her, flinched away from something and in doing so drove her a stumbling half-step into the corridor between the pens. She turned with a curse that cut out as he pointed to the corpse by their feet, almost unnoticed in darkness that seemed a solid thing.

Mail corselet and a helm rolled off to one side made the figure a guard of the pens – one with a side of his face torn away.

Maurik again hissed, this time more a gasp than a warning. Ayra looked up to see the corridor fill with movement. Shadows thinned, became shuffling forms in rags that clanked with loosened chain, groaned faintly, whimpered. Feeble torch light glinted in wide, wasted eyes. Asyra bit back her gorge as the gruesome reek of them struck her nostril, set eyes to watering. She winced as the filth and blood splashed over the shambling tide became apparent.

“Gods, Maurik...” She took a step back, clenched her long knife till knuckles creaked. “Get that torch lit again.”

The clatter of tools at her back told her that he was already at it, but his voice bit out, harsh with fear. “Remember the job.”

“Right.” She swallowed nausea and raised her voice. “All right...we’ve gotten the doors open, yeah? And everyone can go.” She glanced at the slain guard – how had they gotten free and overrun him? – and back at the poor devils before her, halting as a mass now, staring from the gloom. “But we’re looking for Teelah Magnamius. Is she here?”

The mob regarding her in breathless silence, their stare a physical thing crawling on her like maggots on flesh.

“Teelah Magnamius...” Asyra’s voice came out a squeak.

“There, got it.” Maurik rose to her side with the torch coaxed back to life.

By its revitalized brilliance, the pair beheld ruin and horror. Blank eyes stared out from savaged faces, flesh torn away, muscle and meat wetly crimson and twitching orange. Blood-soaked rags hung from further wounds, sides of torso skinned away to reveal ribs, limbs stripped to reveal the gleaming ripple of tendons. But it was back to the eyes that Asyra’s stare went, gazes both devoid of personal volition and seething with misery so jagged it was nearly rage.

She shook herself, nearly gagged. “By what demon of—”

Maurik’s scream shattered on Asyra’s eardrums. She spun to see the fallen guard erupted to one knee with a dirk plunged to the hilt in her partner’s kidney. The brute turned gore-slathered features to her with a smile and gave the weapon a twist. Maurik’s wail rose to the pitch of a pig-slaughtering.

With the reflexes of the back-alley and the back-stab, Asyra lunged in on the guard. Her blade slashed a lightning arch across his throat, came away in a spout of ruby droplets as he crumpled aside with a gurgle, Maurik dropping with him. She caught her partner slumping onto her left shoulder as the torch spun from his hand and hit the clumpy-rot floor in a puff of fading embers.

The corridor exploded towards them for murder.

*****
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STRAYDEN STUMBLED FROM the door of the Gruzh, spiced smoke purling out with him into the chill of Sword Maker’s Square. He nearly lost his stomach then, put hands to knees and wobbled for a moment to take a rasping breath. Some sense of steadiness returned, the nausea forced back. He straightened, took another breath.

Damn him...

Mouth stinging of bile and sickly sweetness, Strayden spat to one side and trudged for the public well at the center of the Square. By day, it’d be ringing by tear-down kiosks, hucksters howling their wares from corners, respectable merchants displaying weapons and armor, urchins and pickpockets—often one and the same—prowling the bustle. Night saw a stillness jostled only by the clank and clamor of the Gruzh, a false sort of calm, shadows broken only by the moons’ glimmer across puddles of stagnant water or waste.

Strayden’s nostrils flared, took in a hint of that effluvium, and the sickness returned. His stagger became a trot for the well and its water, dissolved into a world sent spinning. His foot caught something and balance went, sent him tumbling across slimy cobbles into a splash of filthy, clinging something. He wanted to curse, flail, get up—anything. But fecal stink filled his breath and nausea barreled up, set him to heaving most of the third bottle of wine out onto the stones.

“Ach...” He rolled onto his back, wiping at his fouled beard. Begrimed sky, cold pricks of stars, wheeled above then steadied. The chill of the street filled his bones and he wondered how long before one of the Grubbers came to pick them clean.

Laughter filled his ears.

“Ah, it is good to see a master at work.”

Strayden groaned and struggled to sit up. A pair of giants strolled towards him, silhouetted against the hearth glare of the Gruzh until the inn’s front doors slammed shut at their backs. They were similar only in their towering heights. Tancred, to the right, limped slightly, scars and a crooked nose nearly hidden in a wild spray of orange-red whiskers streaked in grey. Bushy eyebrows arched as laughter shook him from receding hairline to shivering paunch.

“Though it is well he has such dedicated friends as us,” he said. “Otherwise the only audience he’d have for this masterwork would be the cutthroats eyeballing us from the alleys.”

Strayden managed a snort. “Fuck them and fuck you both, sons of whores.”

More laughter. “Never having met my mother I can’t speak to that,” Durrak replied. Where Tancred was ashy pale, Durrak was ebony to match the battered leather of his corselet. Flecks of white speckled his close-cropped curls and beard, snowflakes of age against a craggy night. “Now, Tancred’s mother, she has never made me pay for it!”

“Being dead would prevent that,” Tancred retorted, half-turned to the other man. “And I see good friend Durrak is back to necrophilia in the absence of a live girl to put up with his hideous looks.”

Giving up his struggle to stand, Strayden sagged back onto the cobbles and sighed, had suffered through their act countless times. “You’re hilarious, the two of you.”

“He noticed, at last.” Durrak grinned as he came to stand over Strayden.

“Better powers of observation than we assumed, although he is sitting in the sewage ditch.” Tancred held out a knobby-knuckled hand. “Come on, Captain.”

“What did Harald have to say?” Durrak asked, seriousness in his tone now, as he helped Tancred drag Strayden to his feet.

“Who cares, the pretty boy sack of dicks?!?!?” Strayden wobbled once, leaned over to stabilize before straightening again. “That ungrateful, mule-raping, ass-sucking, lowliest droplet from Gruzh’s sweaty pubes!”

“So it was good news.”

Strayden glared at Tancred’s grinning, broken face. “When that little shit-stain first wormed into Scintallard he had barely two whiskers on his chin. He was so pretty that an Ybbassid meat-peddler nearly stole him for a concubine. He was so skinny he couldn’t lift a broom, let alone an axe!” He wiped vomit streaks from his beard. “Who does he think he is?”

“The Commander of the Vothan Guard,” Durrak answered, “apparently.”

Strayden grunted, unwilling to concede the fact out loud.

“So,” Tancred began cautiously, “what did the good Commander want?”

“What else? The Fifth Cohort.” Strayden brushed at his whiskers again. “To be specific, he wants me out of the way.”

Durrak exchanged a look with Tancred. “And where would that leave the rest of us?”

“Little Harald was content to fall in with thugs and bandits in the beginning—anything to avoid having to crawl home to Voth.” Strayden shook his head. “It seems now thugs and bandits are a liability.” He glowered at his companions. “He means to clean us all out.”

“And replace us with what?” Durrak hissed. “Since when has the Vothan Guard been anything but a dumping ground for the leavings of a dozen nations?”

“Well, friend,” said Tancred with a playful nudge to the ebon giant’s ribs, “the Guard did once have a more select admissions policy.”

Durrak shoved him, real anger on his face. “And it used to lose more battles than it won!” He glared at Strayden. “Harald can’t be serious. Nuburran, Khett, Heruvan, a third of the Guard is filled out with all manner of folk. An attempt at a purge would see whole cohorts riot!”

“It’s already started, I hear,” Tancred said, “in the First and Second.”

“To what end?” Durrak shook his head. “What’s the gain?”

“It’s more than any ‘purifying’ of the Guard.” Strayden pinched the bridge of his nose. “He’s pressured me to take up the Scintallan faith.” He looked up at the others. “No...this stinks of politics.”

A scream rent the night, followed by a clatter.

All three paused for a moment. Robbery with violence, murder, and worse were all common for a night in the Grubbers’ District—though less so near the Gruzh, where Vothan steel promised to end any troubles that interrupted their merriment. The thrum of the city resumed, unbroken after a few moments, and Strayden turned back to his companions.

Tancred’s brow remained crinkled. “What kind of poli—”

The scream sounded again, a woman’s, hoarse with terror and close.

A merchant’s wagon on the far side of the Square, chained to the cobbles with tarps strapped down, shivered as something struck it. A blurred figure rebounded off the unyielding mass, hit the street, and flailed. Something shattered in the alley behind it and motion seethed in the dark. The fallen figure regained its feet and bolted across the open space, ragged breathing audible now, a desperate wheeze. Slender, leather-clad form made it a woman, and the source of the scream.

A second, ragged figure erupted from the alleyway and caught up to the woman. They went down together, but the women tore loose, staggered to her feet and pivoted as her attacker clawed at her hips. Wielding what appeared to be a crooked club, she struck him back-handed, hard enough to put him down again. Still, he fumbled for her. Her second swing came two-handed, took him on the chin with enough force that Strayden and his gawking companions clearly heard the snap of a broken neck.

For a moment, the woman stood over her fallen assailant, breath stumbling into sobs, her whole form held rigid and trembling with the effort. She looked up then and saw Strayden and the others. She seemed to consider a moment, and then started into a trudge towards them. Blue black hair hung snarled about a bloodied face and the moons’ light caught in wild eyes.

“Gruzh’s nut sack...” Tancred breathed.

As she neared, the club in her hand became obvious as a human arm. Its fingers still clenched hers, palm to bloody palm. Tags of viscera glinted from the bone and meat stump where the limb had been torn off at the shoulder.

Gorge rising in his throat again, Strayden reached for his belt and grimaced when his fingers found nothing—his weapons left in the tavern. Durrak and Tancred went for their long-knives, what would be swords in the hands of smaller men.

The woman stumbled, went down on a knee, and dropped her horrific implement. Convulsing with tears that carved tracks through gore splashed across her face, she held out a trembling hand.

“Help...”

A wave front of noise built at her back, cresting as abruptly as she’d appeared—shattering earthenware, dog howls that cut out with agonized yelps, spatter of puddles and scattered trash, and the drumming of footfalls. The air shuddered, as did the cobblestones, even the shadows themselves.

Strayden felt a hand on his shoulder—Durrak’s, a startling, warm weight to counter the chill in his blood. “Maybe we ought to—”

The four streets that opened into Sword Makers’ Square from the east vomited torrents of toothy, maniac-eyed humanity. Dozens, hundreds seethed across the open space, feral apparitions in rags, or in nothing at all, clad only in caked filth and blood. Bare feet slapped stone, a drum-cadence cacophony of stampeding flesh. But they voiced no battle cry, only an underlying hiss, almost as though a basket-full of snakes had been dumped, lashing into the Square.

“Oh, shit,” Tancred breathed, “these guys again.”

Recognition turned the chill in Strayden’s veins to ice. The only thought that made sense burst from his lips.

“Shield wall!”

He reached for the woman—realizing she wasn’t a part of this madness, but its target—and, dragging her behind him, repeated the cry no Vothan Guardsmen could mistake or fail to heed. “Form the shield wall!”

The first lunatic reached them and Durrak’s blade flashed cold silver, birthed a plume of ruby splash as the man went down. Then they were all around, pawing, scratching, grappling shapes. Strayden back-pedaled before the press, corralling the woman behind him while Tancred and Durrak hacked and hewed to keep an open space.

A scarecrow in tatters lunged through with mouth open wide, the side of his face gone—peeled away, it seemed—and an eye missing. Strayden cocked back and hurled a boulder-sized right into the horror’s teeth, shattered them in a spray of crimson and ivory flecks. The man dropped in a tangle of bony limbs like some bird skewered, but another latched onto Strayden’s forearm, grue-caked nails tearing into his sleeve. Strayden yanked free and elbowed him in the chin, followed the blow with a meaty left that spun him off his heels.

Something landed on Strayden’s shoulders, a weight that pummeled and suddenly had teeth sunken into his neck. With a roar, he back-stepped his left heel and folded at the waist, threw the attacker over his shoulder, onto the cobbles with bone-shattering force. He side-stepped an arm swipe and stomped iron shod boot heels into a face of matted beard and foaming lips, crumpling jaw and windpipe.

Tancred bellowed and he and Durrak dropped back a few steps, blades working left and right, their shoulders nearly touching. But the mob pressed inward, skinned faces contorting, bleeding fingers clawing; a horrid, flailing avalanche that seemed to feel no pain or fear.

Strayden chanced a sideways glance at the woman and it cost him, a boot planting on a blood-slickened patch and his balance going. He kept his fall to a stagger to one knee but it left an opening. An attacker in the remnants of a household guardsman’s livery surged over him, a short sword raised in a fist skinned all the way up the forearm. Strayden had a sphincter-tightening moment to consider sacrificing an upraised arm, rather than take the edge across the face.

The woman materialized at the guardsman’s flank, caught the oozing ruin of his wrist in her hand before it could fall. She pivoted, lashed out with a heel that folded the man’s leg at the knee with a crackle. As he staggered, she yanked his weapon free, sprang back, and slashed through the meaty part of his neck, dropping him dead before he hit the stones and blinding Strayden in a gore spray.

A roar sounded from the Gruzh as Strayden pawed to clear the foulness from eyes and face. Turning, he saw the front doors smack open and Vothans boil out, shields before them, axes upraised and then beginning to fall in steely lightning strikes that sent blood jetting wherever they fell. The mob bowed before them, hammered back by shield faces, cleaved, crushed, skewered. Eerily, they greeted the butchery with mindless hissing breaths, dying without any sign of fear or hesitation.

“Captain!”

Strayden caught sight of Aelren, emerging at the rear of the press, the idiot still fumbling with one hand to get the ties of his pants knotted. In his free hand, though, he held up an axe, one he threw upon making eye contact.

Strayden caught the weapon—his own. A fierce joy blazed through his chest, drove back the clammy dread of being caught in the open with no means of defense. If these degenerates were to drag him down to the last, he’d face his ancestors, weapon in hand!

He held the axe aloft, bellowed, “Skulls for Gruzh!”

“Blood for Gruzh!” answered from all around.

The shield wall, incomplete to his left, bulged for an instant, allowed a lurching form through. A bony, wild-whiskered specter in rags rose from bleeding shins to rush Strayden with a wispy squall. Strayden dropped his right foot back, pivoted at the waist, and grinned through smears of another man’s blood, his axe angled back behind his shoulder.

The assailant made no attempt at maneuver, fingers outstretched, grimy spider-forms extending for his throat. Strayden skipped back a half step and swung. The axe edge blasted through spindly neck and came out the other side with a dull pop of parting vertebrae. Strayden ducked, grimacing, through a curtain of sticky warmth, recovered his smile as the dead man’s head landed beside his boot while the still-lurching body tumbled into the midst of battling Vothans who removed further extremities in a flurry of metal flashes.

The woman screamed. Strayden turned, found her in the press, locked forearm-to-forearm with a foul, crone-figure that might actually have been a girl, had not so much of her form been vivisected. The creature tried to reach a clawed hand over the woman’s blocking arm for her face, broken, jagged fingernails quested for the eyes.

Strayden looked down, cackled as he had a flash of ingenuity, cocked back a foot, and booted the severed head. A pinwheel of blood-matted whiskers, it took the skinless crone in the face, rocked her skull back and sent her flailing onto her heels to keep balance. The motion freed the leather-clad woman enough to bring the confiscated sword up and plunge it into her chest. The crone stiffened then dropped nervelessly as the woman ripped the dripping blade free.

“Get behind me!” Strayden bawled.

The woman backpedaled from the melee to his side, Guardsmen closing ranks all around. He had a good look at her then—Ybbassid by the olive tan and rich blue-black mane, scratched badly and bleeding from one cheek, emerald eyes still foggy with terror. She’d wielded the blade with proficiency—no common Grubber, her—and padded leather body-suit, though ripped and bloodstained from the scrap, suggested function rather than invitation—so not a prostitute.

But what?

Strayden didn’t have time to ponder his suspicions further as a deep-throated roar sounded from the far side of the square. Over the shoulders of embattled comrades, he saw degenerates still streaming into the fight—saw, too, shopfronts glittering with flames started in the anarchy.

By that light a body of newcomers mustered, men in armor with shields locked, swords bared. A voice barked, followed by another answering roar. Smoke filled the air with nostril-biting stink and through it in lockstep stomped a troop of the Urban Cohorts, deadly to any caught before their thick-skulled, simple-minded advance.

Strayden swallowed icy panic. Just like last week—it’s happening again! Except this time, instead of the Fifth being drawn to the disturbance, it was happening right on their doorstep. The Urbans wouldn’t have forgotten the bite of Vothan steel, nor forgiven it. They’d roll across the Square in a blind wave of slaughter and the Fifth—really only about twenty of the whole cohort, the rest scattered for the evening to their personal lodgings or barracks—would die with the degenerates.

And wouldn’t that simplify Harald’s problems?

“Get back!” he bellowed. Heads turned to him, confusion and some resistance—there was battle before them! A few Vothans staggered rearward as more heard the din of the Urbans’ approach. “Get back into the Gruzh! Now!!!”

The crescent of the Vothan line bent back at the flanks as it shrank around the entrance to the Gruzh. Their attackers pressed in, dying and crumpling in a gruesome barricade around them. Deep-throated cheers sounded as the Urban Cohorts hit the rear of the scrum, waded into the butchery. The degenerates fought on, wheeling about to lash at their new adversaries, discipline of a sort where another group would’ve disintegrated.

“Back!” He manhandled Aelren from before him, dragged then shoved him through the tavern’s front door. “Back-back-back!”

Some of the Urbans had nearly broken through the tangle, eyes glinting with anticipation, the opportunity to bloody hated rivals with impunity. And battle-maddened Vothans wouldn’t distinguish between opponents once steel met steel.

Collision and disaster seemed imminent.

Tancred, bawling with laughter, dropped his short sword to sweep up an attacker, gripping at throat and crotch. With a roar, he hurtling the writhing form into the oncoming troops, opened a tumbling, cursing lane through the armored men—breathing room.

Strayden saw the opportunity, grabbed the Ybbassid and pulled her with him. “Tancred, we are leaving!”

Reaching the entrance to the Gruzh, Strayden shoved her through and turned to pull Vothans in after. Tancred and Jeddar were among the last, laughing, slashing, and taunting. The Urbans shattered the last of the degenerates to the left and surged for the tavern front with an opportunistic growl. Tancred bowed past Strayden, yanking Jeddar after him with a fist full of hair.

Strayden drew the door behind him with a bone-jarring crash and drew the locking bolt. Comrades hustled in to throw the reinforcing plank into its steel catches. Others were reinforcing the window boards while still others crowded behind them, weapons in hand. The door rattled with blows, curses heard faintly, screams and the ring of steel.

“Watch the rafters,” Strayden barked. “Any sign of them firing us and we go back out there, law be damned!” It was bravado but—by the Gods!—he felt it.

Labored breathing and whispered curses filled the air at his back and Strayden turned to a common room filled with bloody, wearied shapes and fear. The Vothans, covered in gore that was mostly others’, eyed him with supportive nods and grim satisfaction, ready should the Urban dandies try their luck. But the rest, the customers, the commoners, Hilde and her girls, cringed and breathed hard, a few whimpers.

Oh, that was inspiring...great...

“No one will be firing the Gruzh,” Jeddar said with stone in his voice.

Strayden turned to the giant Nuburran, after a pause nodded his thanks, for covering his ass and his error. “That’s right.”

“That’s all well and good,” Tancred grumbled at Strayden’s ear as the room settled somewhat, “but how long do we huddle in here?”

“Dawn, I suppose,” Strayden replied and stepped past him, the strain of the situation already sloughing from his mind as he sought the Ybbassid.

“You suppose...?”

Strayden didn’t hear the rest, found the woman near the back of the main room, seated awkwardly on the floor and clutching at a support beam badly-notched from the Vothans’ habit of using it as a target in knife-throwing contests. Aelren knelt on his haunches nearby but didn’t get closer, a would-be rescuer unwilling to reach out to his feral charge.

She looked up as Strayden’s shadow fell over her, gaze of sharpened emerald cutting into his face, green ice chilling the flippant words of greeting he’d prepared. It occurred to him that she was beautiful, but in the way of perfectly-fashioned blade. He halted his advance.

“I’m fine,” she snapped, “if that’s what you’re going to ask—” she shot Aelren a glare “—as this idiot has already asked.”

Aelren snorted and got up, pretty-boy features scarlet. He shouldered by. “Good luck with that one, Captain.”

“Captain?” the woman sneered. “Leading a mob such as this grants you the right to a rank?”

A few growls answered from around her, but Strayden smiled, beginning to enjoy the cut of those emerald knives. “This ‘mob’, as you put it, just saved your—” he leered at her, openly, obviously “—very lovely ass.”

Emerald flared white-hot. “An ass that will be no part of any gratitude, even were I to acknowledge such.” She paused, perhaps a hint of regret at her words. She added after a moment, “Not that you don’t deserve it.”

Stayden’s grin spread to his ears.

“My gratitude, idiot, not my—” she trailed off at his chuckling, joined it after another moment.

The door rattled with a flurry of blows and flinches went through the huddle of the common room. Someone started to sob until hissing cut it out.

“What a hell of a night,” the Ybbassid whispered, apparently to herself.

“One of many such for us,” Strayden replied, not meaning it as bluster. He leaned against the support beam, folded his arms together around the head of his axe.

“Not me.” She took a long, rattling breath that eventually ended in tremors through her leather-clad body. Standing slowly, uncertain for an instant, she leaned against the support beam. The emerald gaze turned to him, the edges dulling. “How long?’

“The Urbans will be back in their barracks by sunrise—no taste for the wild life. The—” he shivered despite himself “—others will all be dead by now.” Strayden turned to her, lowered his voice. “I don’t suppose you’re going to tell me why they were after you?”

She managed to hide a grimace, switched to a brilliant smile that held nothing but would make a man love, nevertheless. “Well...I’m Asyra.”

Strayden chuckled again, quietly, and held out a hand. “Strayden of Starad, Captain of the Fifth Cohort of the Vothan Guard.”

“Ah...I’ve heard of you,” she said, too brightly, deliberately loud as she accepted his palm, “the ‘Foul Fifth’, drunks and whoremongers who occasionally take the Emperor’s coin to fight poorly.”

That got some laughs and Strayden grinned, let his eyes wander over her, splashed in blood, but something fine under there.

“Sounds like someone’s been bragging on us.”

“Not at all.”

Another pattern of blows struck the door, one of the window panels. Shouts followed, a challenge of some sort, unanswered. The Urbans clearly felt daring tonight. Those packed in the common room packed in ever tighter and the air fouled with their fear.
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