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Chapter One

Scraps of Hope
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A pair of the crimson armor-clad Blood Knights ushered Jon Eidron, Artus Derro, and Captain Rougan Hamner into a circular chamber they were told was the Imperial Council.

The room was empty, a table in its center, abandoned chairs left in disarray about it. Sunlight pouring through windows cast the chamber in sharp shadows and sharper rays of brilliance. Dust danced in those rays, quivering with the distant rumble of Feyan artillery fury. An occasional close impact, a shot carrying over the walls to careen down amongst the city’s buildings, set streams of fresh dust to trickling from the stonework of the ceiling.

Jon took a long breath as the Blood Knights left them alone in the room. Joints throbbed as he shifted on sore feet. Sleeplessness gave his motions a vague wobble and his skull roared with a weighty ache. Knowledge of whose presence he was about to be in gave a flare of resolve to remain stiff-backed and respectful, but the exhaustion of the morning’s fight and the ever-present flicker of nightmares danced behind his eyes.

A door opened on the far side of the chamber. Derro stiffened and glanced at Jon and Hamner, saying, “Let me do the talking, now.”

Blood Knights, preceded by an imposed figure in red livery with a bandage about his head, led the way in, followed by finely-clad councilors and a skeletal figure in the white and silver of clergy. The huge, bandaged man settled at an uneasy parade rest at the flank of the plush chair at the table’s far side. The others took chairs around it, glancing at the newcomers. The gaunt cleric drilled them with a glare. Jon glanced at Derro and Hamner and saw the captain meeting that glare with a smirk.

A dazzling figure in gold and silver came in last, tall and moving tightly, as if sore. His helm had acquired a scuffing and one of the shining wings adorning its crest had been bent back. The man took the plush chair, removing his helm and handing it to the bandaged man at his side. The face now revealed was an old man’s, carved to near-gauntness with care, premature age silvering his hair and beard.

Can that be...?

Derro bowed deeply. Jon followed suite with a shock of realization that he was, indeed, before the Holy Emperor of Man. Out of the corner of his eye, he noted Hamner still straight-backed with helm cradled casually under one arm, still smirking.

A scuffle from the door brought two more figures into the chamber, a pair of girls, one fluttering about the other to get a tiara affixed atop the first’s head and a gossamer veil over her face. As Jon followed Derro’s example and straightened to attention, he caught a glimpse of that face before the veil went down.

By the One...

All thought blasted away at the sight of what was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. His gaze locked with hers for a second, taking in the fiery amber of her eyes before it was obscured. He sucked in a breath, couldn’t move, couldn’t think, noting vaguely Derro’s glance of alarm. He gave himself a shake, returned to a rigid, stony impassiveness as he sought to stare at a point just beyond the Holy Emperor’s shoulder.

“Gentlemen,” the Emperor boomed with a grin, “welcome and well-met! I believe the entire city—and no small number of the accursed Fey—witnessed your heroics, this day. Allow me to introduce most of my Imperial Council...”

Without conscious thought, Jon’s eyes wandered again to the girl, now seated at the Emperor’s side and waving off her companion, who vanished back out the door through which they’d come. Part of him sought the glimmer of those eyes once more, in the smoky anonymity of her veil. He distantly heard her being introduced as the Princess of  Ranai, Marya Ealogia.

Marya...

“We thank you, Your Eminence,” Derro was saying suddenly. “Though no less thanks goes to the captains and crews of the vessels that forced our passage.” Derro nodded to Hamner. “Captain Hamner is here, chosen by them as their speaker.”

“How dare you?” the man in Archbishop’s vestments—introduced as Nered Lethus of Ranai—snarled suddenly. “How dare you stain the Holy Emperor’s presence, dog!”

“Hello, Archbishop,” Hamner replied with a roguish grin that belied a cool fury in his eyes. “It’s good to see you again, too. Still sore, I see, over that little business in Ponte?”

Lethus stiffened and bore yellowy teeth. “Oh, I’ll see you at the stake, yet, heretic. It’s only your ill-gotten contract with these Reckoning Knights that—”

“Archbishop Lethus,” the Emperor said in a weary but warning tone, “perhaps this is not the time?”

Lethus glared at the Emperor in barely-throttled rage. “Your Grace, one of the worst pirates in the Kingdoms of Man—”

“Enough for now, Nered.”

“Maybe,” Derro said in a rush, blanching at what he must be realizing was a mistake, “if Captain Hamner is not needed for now...?”

“Yes,” Hamner agreed as the Archbishop seethed. He looked at Derro. “You’ll let me know if I’m needed to rescue civilization again?”

Derro nodded stiffly without looking at him. Jon glanced at Hamner, feeling somehow not right that the architect of their daring entrance into the Holy City was being shuffled off at one man’s discomfort—no matter whose.

Hamner caught his look and his eyes crinkled misheivously at the corners. With a wink, he mouthed to Jon, “Not now”.

Nodding, Jon turned back to face the Imperial Council, thought he caught the Princess observing Hamner’s departure, as well.

“Really, Sir Artus,” Lethus growled as the doors to the chamber boomed shut. “What lapse of judgment prompted you to bring such scum into your Holy Emperor’s presence?”

Jon wasn’t sure if it was the near-delirium of his exhaustion, or simple outrage at the pompous old cleric’s lack of manners that brought the jolt of fire out of his stomach and into his throat to form the words, “Captain Hamner gave good service today on the Straights of—”

Derro’s iron grip bit into Jon’s forearm, cut off his words, and brought a tiny hiss of pain to his lips. The older knight released him after a tight silence and Jon cradled his aching wrist, feeling his face sear with a blush as the realization of how poorly he was acting—and front of whom—rushed over him.

“What my young aide and Novitiate is trying to say is that the good Captain is here at our contract and responsibility,” Derro said. He offered the Archbishop a deep bow. “Though, I do apologize for the inappropriateness of his presence. The short-sightedness is mine.”

“And I think that’s enough said on this topic,” the Emperor said, glancing once at Lethus, who offered him a cool bow of his own. “Now, to the common enemy. Sir Artus, I trust you bring us a report of your strength as well as dispatches from our brother, Grand Master Nyev?”

“Indeed, Your Eminence,” Derro said. “On behalf of His Grace, Grand Master of the Reckoning, I present to you six hundred and eighteen fighting men of our Order, among them twelve full Knights, including my aide-de-camp, Jon Eidorn, here—”

Jon managed a bow, staring glumly at the floor.

“—as well as fifty-six Brothers-in-arms and five hundred and fifty Morabian infantry.”

“Six hundred and eighteen?” the bandaged man, Dragonnes, Grand Master of the Blood, hissed. He glanced at the Emperor once. “We were told to expect a thousand.”

Derro looked down for an instant. “Yes. Grand Master Nyev sends his deepest apologies for that. Kettish raids upon the Arnum Isles and various others of our protectorates have been especially savage, this season, and our resources stretched thin.”

“The holiest city in the Human Kingdoms lies under siege and your resources are stretched thin, Sir Artus?” Dragonnes rumbled.

Jon blinked back images of the slaughtered fishing village they’d encountered during the journey here, forced down the outrage he felt that these men did not, would not understand what the older knight was saying. These are the leaders of the Holy Church? These rude, petty, tired old men? But he bit back building anger with a silent prayer of repentance, for his presumption at judging the One’s chosen representatives on Aldair. The tools at hand...

“Yes, I’m afraid that is the sum of it, Master Dragonnes,” Derro replied tightly.

“And your help is much appreciated, Sir Artus,” the Emperor said gently, a hand up to stifle the words on Dragonnes’ lips. “All help is appreciated.”

“There is more, Your Eminence,” Derro said, stepping closer to the table and reaching into the saddle bag draped over his left forearm that he’d insisted on bringing with him. He pulled out an ivory scroll case. “This, I was ordered by Grand Master Nyev to bring into your presence and with the utmost secrecy.”

Dragonnes came around the table to take the scroll from Derro with an undisguised scowl. He uncased the roll of parchment and handed it to the Emperor, who unrolled it and peered over the lines of writing. Slowly, his face seemed to melt, a glassiness coming to the eyes, a smile blending away lines of age and stress. He blew out a long breath and said, “Thank the One.” He gestured for Dragonnes to lean over his shoulder and read and Princess Marya leaned in on the other side to do so as well.

“What is it?” a noble who’d been introduced as Kadak of Teaksrah asked uneasily.

“An alliance,” the Princess said, her voice a sharp, cultured contralto. “A secret alliance between Vendar, Saedranna, and the Kingdom of Oldavia.”

Everyone at the table began speaking at once. Jon blinked and looked at Derro, knew he wasn’t supposed to be privy to such things but wondering all the same how the older knight had kept such a momentous thing to himself. The Emperor shouted over cacophony, but it took a full few minutes to get them under control. Cornum stood as they finally settled down, holding out the scroll to two men sitting apart from the Councilors—and apart from one another.

“Ambassadors Tonus and Kadirian,” Cornum asked, “can you both vouch for the authenticity of this?”

The nearest of the two, Kadirian, Jon guessed, glanced at his fellow outsider once and accepted the scroll from across the table. He skimmed to the bottom of the parchment then nodded. “This is the signature of the Doge of Vendar and the Isles.” He held the scroll out to the other man. “It is authentic.”

The second man, Tonus, took the parchment and glanced over it, his lips quirking once and his brows flickering in something like surprise. “Agreed.”

The babble around the table began again but Cornum cut it off more quickly this time. “Why the secrecy?” he asked the representatives of the two now-allied nations. “Why such a late commitment, gentlemen?”

Tonus shrugged lightly and said, “It is a guess, Your Eminence, as I have been as caught off guard by this as any of you, but Saedranna and the schismatics of Ladronnus are on a hostile footing, once again. The obvious mobilization of King Adym’s southern fleet might encourage the heretics to dangerous boldness.”

“And the Confederacy, too, has enemies,” Kadirian said with an obvious glance at Tonus.

“How soon?” the nobleman, Kadak, asked impatiently.

“The initiative between the nations was opened by Grand Master Nyev, with no small amount of work,” Derro said. “And while I’m certain the mobilization of such resources has already begun, he expected it to be some time before they were on their way. His best guess was the end of May.”

More babbling at that.

Cornum stared across the table at Derro and Jon as he accepted the scroll back from Tonus. He glanced over the parchment once more before saying, “Then I hope your six hundred and eighteen is enough, gentlemen.”

***
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“OF ALL THE STUPID, teenaged, rat-brained...” Derro rumbled under his breath as he led a cringing Jon between two Blood Knights at the exit and out into the column-flanked corridor beyond the Imperial Council chamber. With the doors thumped shut at their backs, Derro whirled on him, a hand up as if he might strike. He held himself in check, though, lowered the hand after a moment with a disgusted snort.

“Were you still a page, boy, my hand would be across your face.”

Jon bowed his head, cheeks burning. “Don’t let that stop you, Sir Artus. I have shamed you.” His eyes stung and a force of will was required to keep tears from them. He reached for the hilt of his sword. “And as I no longer have your—”

Derro struck his hand from the hilt before he could draw the sword to offer it in submission. “Shit, boy!” The older knight snorted again and then, to Jon’s shock, chuckled and shook his head. “Between your mouth and your ‘honor’ you’ll not last long in this Order.”

“I am sorry, Artus,” Jon said.

“I know it, lad,” the older knight replied. His scarred features softened and the rage, so quickly stoked, faded as quickly. “But what did I tell you about it not being a black and white world out here?”

“Artus,” Jon said, waving a hand towards the closed doors to the Imperial Council chamber, “we risk all to break through a blockade to bring them help and as soon as they thank us, they tear us down for not bringing enough?”

“It’s politics, Jon,” Derro said. “Just keep your mouth shut and let me handle it.”

“I’m sorry. I just...” Jon shook his head. “I don’t know what I thought I was expecting.”

“To bask in the presence of the Saints?” Derro said with an ironic upturn of the mouth. “To enter the city with angels singing hymns and gold streamers raining out of the sky?”

Jon tried to glare at the older man and his mocking tone but couldn’t help a chuckle. “Something like that...” He glanced at the chamber’s closed doors again. “This is the Holy City, the center of our faith. Inside that room is the Holy Emperor and his council, the men who are supposed to be guiding the One’s Plans in the mortal world. And they’re all just...” Jon trailed off, shaking his head.

“Men,” another voice said.

Jon and Derro turned to face Rougan Hamner, who’d appeared from between columns where he’d apparently waited for their emergence from the Council. “They’re just men,” Hamner repeated. “And they’re scared.”

“With good reason,” Derro said grimly. “I apologize, Captain, for that little scene. I knew you were notorious, but I didn’t know there was history between you and the Archbishop of Ranai.”

“Oh, Lethus and I go back,” Hamner said with a tight, ugly grin. “Of course, he wasn’t an Archbishop in those days.”

“A story there, Captain?” Jon asked.

“A long one,” Hamner replied in a quiet tone that did not invite conversation, avoiding either of the knights’ gazes.

“Well, if it’s all right with you and the other captains, any future dealings required with our noble lords will pass through me,” Derro offered.

“Agreed,” Hamner replied. “No need stirring up the hornet’s nest.”

A tremor passed through the stones of the Imperial Bastion, set streamers of dust to trickling down from the ceiling. The thunder of the bombardment swelled in the distance.

“Speaking of hornet’s nests,” Derro said. “We’d better get back to the docks and to the unloading of the battalion.” The older knight began striding down the corridor, Jon and Hamner falling in on either side of him. “We’ll quarter the men in the Skaeda Bastion tonight and start looking over potential dispositions tomorrow—” another tremor shook the Imperial Bastion and Derro gave the ceiling an ironic glance “—providing the Fey give us that much time.”

Derro kept talking as he walked, much of it to himself. Jon glanced at Hamner, caught the captain looking over his shoulder once with a strange smile blossoming on his lips. Jon looked back that way, as well, and saw nothing until his gaze slid by the side corridor that circled the Imperial Council chamber. In the hard shadows between streams of sunlight flowing through narrow, evenly-spaced windows, he caught a flutter of skirts and gossamer veils.

And maybe the faintest glint of amber eyes.

***
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THE IMPERIAL COUNCIL was dismissed, but the debate went on.

“...it’s not that I don’t understand, Your Grace,” Nered Lethus was seething.

Edyn Kadak slouched in his chair and paid the bickering little attention. Help was on the way, from the two most powerful nations of the human kingdoms. The reflexive part of him that still loved his nation and people glowed. But what of his plans? What of his throne? None of it would survive the arrival of the Saedrannan and Confederate fleets. In fact, he thought, glancing at Cornum whose face shined with his naïve beliefs of salvation, it was unlikely Oldavia and the Holy City as he knew it would survive the arrival and assured occupation of their new “friends”.

No. This cannot be. I have worked too long, too hard. I will not allow this...

“But, Highness,” Lethus was going on, “to trust our destiny to pirates—”

“And to men little better than pirates,” Dragonnes added bitterly.

“And if either of you has a way to provide us forty thousand reinforcements, I am listening!” Cornum barked at both men. “But, until then, we are in no position to refuse help.” He shot Dragonnes a dirty look. “Any help.” The Emperor shot to his feet and pointed furiously to one of the windows. “By the One God! Go out there and look at what faces us, gentlemen!” He lowered the hand and shook his head. “I tire of this. If anyone has anything constructive to say to me, you know where I’ll be.”

Cornum whirled and stalked from the Imperial Council chamber. Dragonnes glanced at Lethus and then followed his Emperor from the room, Blood Knights trailing behind him. The door groaned shut, left Kadak and Lethus alone, listening to the boom of Feyan artillery.

Lethus stared at the tabletop for a time, his cadaverous features pinched. Blanching stood out across pale knuckles as he gripped the table’s edge in joint-creaking fury. He looked up at Kadak, seemed to remember the nobleman was there, blinked in realization, and rose from his seat to leave.

Suddenly, light shined again across Edyn Kadak’s schemes.

“Nered,” Kadak said, getting up and striding around the table. “Archbishop Lethus, please wait.”

Lethus halted and said without looking at him, “What do you want, Kadak?”

“I want what is best for the Kingdom of God,” Kadak replied, coming to stand before the Archbishop of Ranai.

Lethus snorted, meeting Kadak’s gaze. “You want what is best for yourself.”

Kadak took the verbal slap with a good-natured smile. “Then we are two of a kind, are we not?”

Lethus’ cold, gray eyes narrowed. “What do you want?”

“Our Emperor is a shaken man,” Kadak said, glancing toward the door through which Cornum had exited. “And he surrounds himself with...bad advice.”

“You mean no advice,” Lethus snapped. “He hears only that aged reactionary and his witch—his daughter.”

“Indeed. Always has he been a man of the heart rather than the rational. With the stress of these times, I worry for his soul...and his mind.” Kadak stepped close to Lethus, still smiling. “I worry that he no longer guides the flock so much as he is carried along by it.”

Lethus nodded. “Strength is needed now.”

“Yes,” Kadak replied softly. “No matter how events turn out, changes are coming. Big changes. And with change comes opportunity.”

Lethus’ dried parchment features wrinkled into a smile. “So, it is opportunity you are selling, is it, my Count?”

Kadak shrugged disarmingly. “To those with the mind to recognize it...”

***
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EDISTEN OF NOMLAR REGARDED the sheets of desiccated flesh and rusty brown scrawling upon them with mingling fascination and disgust by the flickering candlelight of the dusty recesses of the lower Vaults.

“If I haven’t told you already,” Dwymli said, seated and beaten-looking at his desk, “let me say it now how glad and relieved we are that you are here, old friend.”

“I would be nowhere else but at the side of my friends,” Edisten replied with a smile. He had to conceal a wince at how withered the wizard looked. Like Ammahdan and Nyev and so many others. Edisten looked at the sheets of hateful manuscript again and nodded. “It’s definitely ancient Ithian; I’d say pre-Rau Dynasty, probably during the Deification Crisis.”

“When the Bloody Hand’s operatives were circulating, trying to convince the people that their vile master was a legitimate member of the pantheon of their gods.”

“Mm-hmm.” Edisten scanned a few phrases and frowned. “But there’s a twist to it; more modern phrases are thrown in, probably the proto-Yvannian of the more mundane journal entries, nouns in places that make no sense.” The gnome set the sheets down on Dwymli’s desk. “I’d say they’re code of some sort. It may be that the Bloody Hand’s true name is contained in fragments in those odd bits. I don’t know.”

“Perhaps it is best we not delve too deeply into translation,” tinkled a voice at Edisten’s shoulder.

The golden globe of Edatra’s light hovered close. Edisten glanced at the tiny nude figure within that brilliance. The faeries of distant, misty Farridar island were on coolly friendly terms with the gnomes of Nomlar, strain between the two peoples arising as the faeries believed intervention through ancient magic the tonic to civilization’s crisis while the gnomes sought a solution less through the occult than through the Old Sciences.

“Agreed,” Dwymli said to Edatra. “But I think it’s clear from these documents that the author had found—or at least believed he had found—the Unspeakable’s name.”

Silence clenched about the three of them. Into it, finally, Edatra said, “Armed with that, the fools would summong their demon-god into this world.”

“Any indication of where he may have found it?” Edisten asked the wizard.

“The narrative seems to indicate that this particular Einar had been charged by his superiors in Obzidiak with purging such things from the ancient archives of the Saints before the approaching Crusaders—or anyone else—discovered them...and used them.”

Edisten snorted. “So, the Fey responsible for destroying the darkness instead preserved it.”

“What twisted webs they weave...” Edatra intoned.

“And what about the original sources?” Edisten prompted Dwymli.

“Oh, yes,” Dwymli said. “Well...it’s uncertain what they were, exactly. But it’s obvious the author’s work was interrupted. Judging by the increasingly desperate tone of the later journals, I’d guess he was found out and probably killed—but not before he had hidden most of his handiwork. The banshee Guardians were probably Fey maidens in his employ and were slaughtered and cursed by the authorities, left to stand watch over whatever else they feared the traitor may have found down here.”

“But now time has dulled their tortured souls’ hold in this plane,” Edatra said with a hint of pity, “and their power to prevent interlopers; just as it has been with so many of the forces that had once been so vigilant.”

“Yes.” Dwymli glanced with a hint of anger at the Faerie. “As to the fate of the original sources, it is clear from our author’s notes that he was destroying the materials as he went—just not before he had transcribed the pertinent passages. After his demise, I’d guess whatever materials he had remaining were confiscated and destroyed.”

“Or possibly taken back to Obzidiak,” Edatra said.

Dwymli nodded grimly. “Where they would have been waiting for the resurgent cult to discover them.”

“And that would have led them back here,” Edisten said with a headshake. He picked up a page again and held it before a candle. “Inked in blood on parchments of human or Feyan flesh. The victims were probably butchered as the author wrote so that the pain, horror, and violence were fresh, and the Bloody Hand heavy on the pages.” Edisten let out a sigh that shivered with his disgust. “They and their methods have changed so little, and yet civilization still forgets.”

“It is the touch of the Bloody Handed One that confounds us, Edisten,” Dwymli said, something expectant in his tone. “Nothing can tear or cut the pages. No fire, natural or supernatural, can char them.”

“No, mundane methods will not affect the parchment,” Edisten said. “And fire...well, the very nature of the materials and their...consecration...leaves them highly magic resistant. And no flame of bonfire or pitch or forge can incinerate them.”

“What then?” Dwymli was at the edge of his seat, face stretched with desperation.

“Fear not, my friend. There are still a few ideas rattling around in this old skull of mine.” Edisten went to one of the sullenly glowing braziers behind the wizard and batted its pitiful embers from the bowl, stomping them out on the stones as they scattered. Dwymli frowned at him, questioning glances thrown to Edatra, who had fluttered back from the suddenly animated gnome.

“A few tricks...” Edisten murmured to himself as he went over to the knapsack he had worn down into the Vaults. He fingered through leather pouches until he had a vial of metal, marked with bold warnings. He returned to the brazier and uncorked the vial, scattered dirty white powder over the feeble flickers of embers he’d left in the bowl. Sparks jumped in the mix, leapt into the air with snaps. Edisten turned to Dwymli and gestured towards a mug at the wizard’s elbow. “Water.”

Dwymli handed the mug to Edisten, who poured it over the sparkling blaze. The crackling spread then whumpfed as the smoldering substance burst into white fire that filled the area in hard light and set Dwymli to groaning as the old human shielded his eyes.

“One of the pages,” Edisten requested, holding out a hand. “Quickly!”

Dwymli handed an evil-steeped page to the gnome. Edisten held it gingerly over the white-hot blaze, squinting through the brilliance to observe the parchment. “Come on, you son of a bitch, burn,” he growled. “Burn.”

The edges of the page took on a silvery glimmer that crept up into the writing, the nasty hatch-marks of the cult beginning to trace them selves in the light. The edges began to curl. Wisps of smoke played at the crinkling corners. Then a shimmer of red danced along the paper, spreading, growing into flames and smoke. The page went brittle and began to crack as the fire licked up over it and Edisten released it into the brazier to be consumed.

Grinning, Edisten turned to his companions and gave a theatrical bow.

Dwymli’s face shined. “Amazing. Not magic.”

“No, it’s something our alchemists discovered amongst the Old Sciences; white phosphorous.” Edisten flicked his hands, as if to say Ta-dah! “It burns hotter than other natural fires and consumes moisture, so water feeds it rather than smothers it. Further, its temperature is so extreme as to achieve a highly-localized synchronicity with the Elemental Plane of Fire.”

Dwymli chuckled, smiling and straightening up in his seat, a great weight obviously lifting from his shoulders. “What else do you have in your bag of tricks?”

“Nothing the Fey are likely to be pleased about,” Edisten replied.

“And, so, hope survives...”

“I have grown weary of arguing that there is always hope...even if only a little.”

Dwymli’s smile dimmed a bit as his eyes went to the white blaze in the brazier. “Edisten...”

The black iron of the brazier was taking on a reddish glow, spots of yellow-white beginning to appear as the fire ate through.

“Eek!” Edisten held out a fluttering hand. “Uh, more pages. Get more! We shouldn’t squander it. I have more, stored very carefully on my ship, but not so much as to use it lightly.”

The gnome, the wizard, and the faerie scurried to feed the pages containing their doom into the white fire.

“And we should probably find some place more open to burn; the fumes from this are highly toxic...”
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Chapter Two

Setting the Board
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The overpressure of Feyan siege gun muzzle blasts shook dust in great wave-fronts across the cracked, sun-baked countryside surrounding Ranai, leaving the air choked in a quivering, chalky-tasting haze. The worst of it settled into the ever-expanding trench network, gathered on sweat-stained laborers as they braved sporadic artillery or arquebus fire, oppressive filth, and heat from an unforgiving sun.

Arneus II Ithradyneum, Shaedar of the Feyan Empire, spat granular phlegm carelessly and rubbed at a nose itching and irritable from the abrasive atmosphere. A Janizarry standing to one side to allow his ruler passage along the trench line didn’t even flinch at the spittle settling on his uniform.

Arneus wasn’t impressed; nothing in this sweltering ordeal, scuttling along vermin-infested ditches, soiling his finery in stagnant, fly-ridden puddles smelling of stale urine impressed him—other than to suggest a Shaedar had no place here.

Kai Manzarba, half-stooped and looking miserable, halted ahead and Arneus paused, settling down onto his haunches and breathing hard. Janizarries in front and back eased close to the ground, unbothered by the foulness of the trenches. Over the booming of cannon and the ringing of eardrums shocked by it, Arneus made out shouts passing back along the line towards him. Manzarba nodded at something and turned to him.

“What’s the damned hold-up?” Arneus snarled.

“We’re there, Holiness,” the Grand Vizier replied. “Only a few yards more.”

“Whatever they have to show me,” Arneus grated, “it had better be worth this misery or someone dies, Kai.”

Manzarba turned away from Arneus, an expression on his face that could have been annoyance flickering for an instant—long enough to birth a scalding jet of fury from the base of the Shaedar’s stomach. He lurched forward, seized the Grand Vizier’s cloak and yanked the older Fey about to face him, close enough that he could feel the other’s startled breathing.

“Someone dies,” Arneus repeated as he glared into Manzarba’s eyes.

Manzarba blinked once and gave a jerky nod. “It will be worth it, Most Holy.”

Arneus shoved the Grand Vizier onward. The burst of anger had soured his stomach and his head throbbed from the constant thunder of the artillery and the previous night’s drinking and revelry—seemingly so long ago, this wretched morning. Mounds of dirt and stacked rocks rose above the trench ahead. A shadowy entrance flanked by shirtless, quivering human slaves beckoned.

Ducking into the bombproof, Arneus wanted to gag on the stench of body functions and unwashed bodies that met him from the syrupy, cramped darkness within. Fey crouched together, squinting and constantly shifting in the tiny space. Grime had dulled the glint of armor and settled into the wrinkles of their faces so thoroughly as to make them appear fiends in some claustrophobic hell.

It wasn’t until Daedon Nazrak spoke that Arneus even recognized his Grand Aga. “Welcome, Greatness.”

“It’s been eight days of this,” Arneus barked. “Why do those walls still stand? Why am I here?”

“Greatness, if I can refer you to young Taunus, here?” Nazrak gestured to a youthful Fey in the stained tatters of what had once been aristocratic finery. He crouched near a viewing slit, fingers playing nervously about a spyglass. A sweat-matted frizz of blonde hair was tied back from his fine-boned Syvannian features.

Arneus scuttled painfully to the youth’s side and snatched the offered spyglass. He glanced at the Fey. “Taunus?”

“That’s right, Holiness,” he replied in the irritatingly melodic tones of his foppish kind. “Master of Engineers.”

“Engineers,” Arneus snorted. “I thought your profession’s place was in the class room, not the battlefield.”

Taunus’ throat bobbed with a reflexive swallow as the young Fey sought to avoid his Shaedar’s gaze. He gestured toward the viewing slit, a painful sliver of brilliance in the suffocating dark. “Just out there, Holiness,” he said.

Arneus leaned close against the packed-dirt wall and raised the spyglass to the viewing slit. The smoke-shrouded triple-walls of Ranai sprang into focus. In many spots the outer barrier, inconsequential to begin with, had been completely swept away. The steady hammering of Feyan guns had whittled the tidy battlements of the second wall to a jagged outline, like the gap-toothed lower jaw of an old crone. And beyond, a rash of conical gouges and occasional smoking holes pocked the whitewashed stone of the innermost wall. But nowhere was there yet a breach.

Arneus turned to the engineer, the air quivering about him—whether it was from the upsurge of rage in his mind or the ongoing cannonade, he could not guess. Coldly, he asked, “What is it, Master, that I am supposed to be seeing?”

“To the left of the Saint Mordanus Gate, sire,” Taunus replied. “Glass that quadrant. It should be obvious.”

Arneus turned slowly towards the viewing slit, but his mind was on only the blow he suddenly whipped about and delivered backhand across the engineer’s face.

Taunus yelped as his head rocked to one side and he stumbled back into the Fey behind him, shock in his eyes. His hand fluttered numbly to the blanching handprint, to the crimson line one of Anreus’ rings had drawn across his cheekbone. A few breaths drew in around him. Kai Manzarba looked away.

“What is obvious, filth is the insolence in your voice!” Arneus stalked close to the quivering youth and leaned over him, teeth borne. “Speak with such disrespect again and I’ll have your tongue to feed to the jackals!”

Taunus mumbled an apology Arneus didn’t bother to hear. He was back at the viewing slit, glassing the distant city, panning across battered stonework and iron sailing in lazy arcs across the sky.

Arneus found the Saint Mordanus Gate, he thought, and squinted to discern whatever it was that was so obvious. Finally, frustration cresting in a crimson wave of fury, he whirled back to the gathered officers, shaking the spyglass in a clenched fist as he shrieked, “Would one of you learned idiots like to tell his Shaedar whatit is he is looking at?”

“Greatness,” Nazrak said carefully. He stepped close to Arneus and gestured out the viewing slit. “To the southeast, a few degrees.”

Arneus drew a long, dangerous breath to settle the bloody quiver of his nerves. He put the glass to his eye. “The Saint Mordanus Gate,” he growled. “Yes, I see it.”

“Just north of it, sire,” Nazrak purred at his ear. “Just to the left.”

Slowly, the object of the gathering’s attention came into view. A section of the second wall had an inverted triangle of stonework ripped from it and the surrounding stones beginning to sag inward. Turrets to the left and right stood in blackened, smoldering shards, the victims of repeated direct hits and internal fires.

“Now, beyond and above the damaged section, sire,” said another voice, Taunus’, careful and muffled, as the youth probably still had his hand against his face. “View the main, inner wall.”

Arneus tilted back, let the lens take in the third wall. A pall of smoke lingered in dingy tatters above battered crenellations, the sign of a recent fire in the city behind the barrier. The white stones of the wall, itself, seemed intact until Arneus paused for a particularly long time on a section equidistant between hexagonal turrets, a spot where the shade of stone did not match that surrounding it.

At the edges of the uneven coloring, cracks spider-webbed towards the base of the wall.

Arneus frowned and looked away from the spyglass. “It looks like there’s a spot that was finished separately from the rest.”

“That’s right, Most Holy,” Taunus replied. Blood welled in the cut on his cheek and ran in a thin runnel down to his chin as he spoke. “From the papers brought by the human traitor Lord Nazrak apprehended, we determined there were several spots along the inner walls that had once held auxiliary gates, at the city’s height, when its population was larger and its traffic needs greater. The documents showed that after the city and the kingdom began their decline in the previous century, the chief artificers of the land were contracted to seal the gates up.”

“So those areas are vulnerable, Greatness,” Nazrak added.

“And they’re already beginning to weaken under our bombardment,” Taunus said.

“I see,” Arneus said with a nod. He tossed the spyglass back to Taunus, who scrambled to barely catch the expensive tool. “So, what is our plan?”

“With your permission, of course, Greatness,” Nazrak said, “we’d like to re-position two—if possible, three—of the super-heavies to take that quadrant under fire. It will take some time to get everything situated, but once it is, we’ll have that wall breached in a day.”

“A day, my Grand Aga?” Arneus asked with mocking challenge. “So little margin for error.”

“There will be no error, Greatness,” Nazrak replied stiffly.

Arneus grinned at the stern look on the older Fey’s face. He chuckled, felt heady and suddenly alive with all these officers crouched in terror about him. Outside the bombproof, cannon barked, metal screamed, and death spread. Arneus took a long breath of the wildly mingling stinks of blood, fear, and misery and reveled in the touch of his demigod’s favor.

“Proceed, Grand Aga. You have done well.”

***

[image: ]


RANAI ENJOYED A LULL in Feyan fire.

Pummeling fury simmered down to the sporadic harassment of iron or stone screaming into the walls, sailing over to bowl down amongst buildings, or starting fires the City Watch scurried to put out. For two days, speculation raged amongst the Imperial Council, some theorizing that Feyan supply lines were already strained and many of their guns waited on fresh ordnance. Others hoped, desperation bringing wild rumors of a relief from the north or a breakdown amongst the Feyan leadership.
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