
  
    [image: A Matter of Execution]
  


  
    
      A MATTER OF EXECUTION

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        TALES OF THE IRON ROSE

        BOOK ZERO

      

    

    
      
        NICHOLAS ATWATER

        OLIVIA ATWATER

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Starwatch Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2024 by Nicholas Atwater

        https://nicholasatwater.com

        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        Cover design by James T. Egan of Bookfly Design

      

      

      
        
        No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters, and stories are the product of the authors' imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to any actual persons (living or dead), organisations, and events is entirely coincidental.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        The Atwater Adventure Column

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Nicholas Atwater

      

      
        Also by Olivia Atwater

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          THE PALE SOLDIER - THE EBON WARDEN - POORLY EXECUTED - MY DRAKE-INFESTED LONGBOAT

        

      

    

    
      It was a lovely day for an execution.

      The scent of lilies filled the confines of my dingy prison wagon. Chains rattled as I looked through the bars. The wagon passed through streets lined with beautiful trees; dew-speckled flowers shimmered in the sunlight that escaped through the cloudy morning sky dotted with airships. I saw reminders of the Imperium everywhere I looked—in the audacious cerulean banners that still fluttered on the breeze, and in the bold buildings of whitewashed stone. In many ways, Lyonesse remained a bastion of Imperial grace. In fact, if I hadn’t known better, I never would have guessed it was a city run by petty warlords.

      I couldn’t have asked for a grander city in which to be executed—nor for a more perfect morning.

      Faces lined the streets in growing numbers. People shouted angrily at our conveyance as it passed. Something wet and pungent thudded against the wagon’s frame, spattering me with the scent of rotten fruit. There were so many furious people that, for a moment, I was relieved to be inside the wagon. The crowd surged forward, and one of the gryphons drawing my wooden prison aimed an avian hiss at the spectators, pushing them back. The teamster snapped his crop half-heartedly at the large creature, just to rein it in. Its talons click-clacked against the cobblestones—but the sound was soon lost, drowned out by the exultant fury of the gathered crowd beyond.

      I wondered for an instant why the crowd was so upset with me. The militia hadn’t taken the time to explain the crime that I’d supposedly committed—they’d been far too busy shoving me to the ground and screaming in my ear. But as I listened more closely to the shouting crowd, I realised that I wasn’t the target of their ire.

      “Murderer!”

      “Justice for the warden!”

      “You bloody, rotten scoundrel!”

      I eyed my companion—the only other person inside the wagon, and quite possibly the most hated man in Lyonesse.

      “You’re the man who killed Warden Clovis?” I asked. I probably should have forced a bit more fear and a bit less curiosity into my voice, given that we were rolling along towards the gallows.

      The man across from me had a mess of tangled white hair and an unkempt beard, somewhere beneath the week’s worth of dirt and grime. He had strong, broad shoulders, and plenty of hard muscle; even slumped against the bars as he was, I could tell that he had a soldier’s bearing. Old, layered scars stood out on his pale skin, where they weren’t obscured by ragged clothing and several beatings worth of bruises.

      My companion didn’t respond. He stared past my shoulder with the expression of a man who was calmly preparing himself to die.

      I raised my voice higher. “I said⁠—”

      “I heard what you said,” the man replied. His voice was irritated. It was also far younger than I’d been expecting from such a greyed, beaten-down figure. He fixed hard grey eyes upon me. “Didn’t think they were all here for you, did you, gob?”

      The word gob was a slur. Gob, of course, is short for goblin—and I am a goblin. But there’s something uniquely unpleasant about being reduced down to your green skin and pointed ears—as though that’s all you are. Some people used the word casually, without knowing any better, and I didn’t always bother to correct them. But others used it specifically to hurt. From the wrong person, in the wrong tone, the word gob could ruin my day.

      A hanging, I reminded myself forcefully, would end my day. As such, I tucked my frustration beneath a pleasant smile and continued the conversation.

      “Technically,” I said, “none of them are here for me. I’m not the person they’re looking for.” I threaded my fingers together and leaned my chin atop them. “They’re looking for a goblin named Besker Thews. My name is William Blair. But apparently, all goblins look alike to you people.” I allowed a hint of irony into my tone.

      The man across from me raised a sceptical, blood-crusted eyebrow. I rolled my eyes at him. “Five minutes from the gallows, and you’ve still got the time to make racist assumptions,” I observed. “Bravo, sir. That’s dedication.”

      My companion gave me a flat look. “I don’t think you’re a criminal because you’re a goblin,” he said. “I think you’re a criminal because you’re an Oathbreaker.”

      I flinched at that. It wasn’t an uncommon observation—Oathbreakers don’t have any visible marks, but it’s easy to feel the broken Oath upon them once you get close enough. Swearing an Oath by the holy Tuath Dé is serious business. The faeries that created our world and everything in it feel very strongly about promises made in their name; breaking a vow like that leaves a permanent blemish on your soul.

      It’s hard to say whether people mistrust goblins or Oathbreakers more. I was both—so I rarely got the chance to find out.

      I barreled onwards, determined to pretend I hadn’t heard him. “I’ll have you know, my airship just docked in Lyonesse yesterday morning,” I said. “I’d barely been off it for half an hour before the militia decided I looked like some local nuisance of theirs.”

      My companion’s scepticism deepened. “Your airship?” he asked pointedly.

      I quirked a sardonic eyebrow. I’d seen that expression before. “My airship,” I repeated. “People call me Captain William Blair, when I’m not shackled to a wagon.”

      The other man snorted at this. “Every man with a drake-infested longboat wants to be called Captain these days,” he muttered.

      I’d heard that sort of comment dozens of times by now—but I never enjoyed hearing it. I stiffened with anger, though my body was tired and sore. The man across from me clearly just wanted to continue on in silence.

      He probably shouldn’t have upset me, in that case. I rarely suffer in silence.

      “No, please don’t stop there,” I said cheerfully. “Elaborate, by all means. Why shouldn’t I be the captain of my own airship? Ah, I know—I ought to have a hat. Thankfully, I left my hat on the ship. I’m sure one of these brutes would have stolen it, otherwise.” I smiled serenely at him. “I need a hat, don’t I?”

      The man contradicted me with a flat, steely-eyed look. “No one in their right mind would follow a⁠—”

      “—goblin?” I finished for him.

      “—Oathbreaker,” he corrected me, nearly at once.

      “Of course,” I said sardonically. “We have already established that you have a problem with… Oathbreakers.”

      The ragged man shook his head at me. He withdrew back into himself, attempting to concentrate once again upon his impending doom.

      “You’re not an aethermancer, are you?” I pressed him.

      He groaned and cast his eyes upwards, as though to beg the holy Tuath Dé for assistance. I felt a spike of petty satisfaction at his discomfort, though I’d asked the question for good reason.

      “What?” I said. “Your eyes have lost their colour, and your hair’s gone prematurely white. I bet if someone washed you clean, you’d have a few blue veins underneath that dirt. You’ve clearly been exposed to staggering amounts of aether. So, you’re either an engineer or else you’re an aethermancer. And since you somehow murdered the second-best aethermancer in this entire city, it stands to reason⁠—”

      “I am not an aethermancer,” my companion growled. “Do you really think you’d still be alive and bothering me if I was?”

      I nodded sagely. “Point taken,” I said. “Those aren’t the scars of an engineer, though. Curious.” I discarded that vain hope with a sigh. An aethermancer would have been terribly helpful right now. “If I might ask you something else, Mr…”

      My companion snorted at the polite form of address. “Strahl,” he said. It was the closest thing to a non-answer he could have given me. Strahl had been a plentiful name, even before the war. The common strahl was a bird known for fostering other birds’ abandoned chicks. The name Strahl was reserved mostly for orphans, bastards, and people who didn’t want to give their actual name.

      I nodded again, as though this was a genuine answer. “Mr Strahl,” I said. “If I might ask—why did you kill Warden Clovis? Surely, you had to know you’d never get away with killing one of the four wardens of Lyonesse in his own city.”

      Strahl shrugged uncomfortably. “Clovis made me an offer I couldn’t refuse,” he said. “I refused.”

      Hm.

      I was already fairly sure I didn’t like this criminal they’d stuck me with. But I wasn’t sure I could convince myself that he deserved to die. I couldn’t imagine what sort of grim offer might persuade a man to throw his life away in protest.

      In the interest of honesty: it didn’t strictly bother me that Strahl had killed a warden. As a matter of principle, I wasn’t fond of the wardens of Lyonesse. The Imperium had fragmented into several independent states since the civil war; Lyonesse had established itself as one of the smallest and wealthiest city-states, on the strength of its aethermancers and on the hoarded wealth of its refugee nobility. For all that the wardens made no pretension at continuing the empire itself, they had still situated themselves as the guardians of its living remnants. I doubted if any of the wardens truly cared about the empire’s memory… but they profited handsomely from it, all the same.

      They were, in short, political carrion-feeders.

      I glanced through the bars behind me. We had only a block left between us and the parade square. An expansive crowd had gathered around a raised wooden platform. A sturdy, well-used gallows stood at the centre, proudly visible.

      I’d assumed that the militia would concern themselves mostly with the gallows itself—but while a semi-circle of men did indeed surround the platform, there were more armed men guarding a building just behind the square.

      It was an official-looking government structure in the classical Imperial style. Judging from their positions, the militia were far more concerned with keeping the crowd away from that building than they were concerned with keeping them away from the gallows.

      I pondered this for a moment, before some instinct drew my eyes upwards. The government building had a balcony. On this broad balcony stood a tall, darkly dressed woman. I couldn’t see her features very well, but she was wearing true, ink-black apparel—an expensive commodity, even in Lyonesse. She was also wearing trousers. Women in trousers weren’t so uncommon on the outskirts of the former Imperium, but they were still looked down upon in stuffy, high-class Lyonesse. Between the woman’s trousers, her sun-bronzed skin, and her relaxed posture, I suspected she was originally from the wild, frontier Rustlands. Plenty of people came to Lyonesse from all over—in fact, primarily, they came to apprentice themselves to the four famous houses of aethermancy within the city, each one ruled by a warden of incomparable skill and power.

      Well, I amended to myself. The wardens are… mostly incomparable, I guess. The man in the cart with me had certainly compared himself with Warden Clovis, and he’d survived the encounter better than the warden had.

      Strahl noticed the direction of my gaze. “The new Ebon Warden,” he observed. “Jasmine Albright. She came to make sure they kill me properly, I guess.”

      I raised an eyebrow at that. “She?” I asked. “The new Ebon Warden is a woman? Well. Lyonesse has finally dipped its toes into the modern era while I wasn’t looking. Good for them, I suppose. At least your death will be progressive.” I tried to keep the worry out of my voice. Until this moment, I’d been fairly sure I wasn’t actually going to die today. But I’d never imagined I would have to escape out from under the nose of one of the wardens of Lyonesse. I squinted at the woman’s figure, searching for proof of her aethermancy. She’d pulled back her long, sable hair into a fighting braid atop her head; but were there streaks of white in there, where aether exposure had leached its colour?

      “I’m surprised the wardens actually gave her the position,” Strahl said dryly. “Old Drayton probably fought it tooth and nail.”

      “Old Drayton?” I muttered. I craned my neck, trying to get a better view of the platform.

      “One of the other wardens,” Strahl amended. “He’s very… traditional.” He twisted his mouth into a wry grimace.

      Warden Albright leaned her elbows upon the balcony railing with a bored-looking posture.

      Down below, a grey-clad, broad-shouldered hangman stepped onto the platform, followed by a priest of the Benefactor in his blue sash, clutching at a copy of the holy Word.

      I smiled.

      Strahl caught the expression. He knitted his brow at me. “What are you so happy about?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “You didn’t think they were all here for you, did you?” I asked him mildly.

      The city militia approached the end of our wagon. One of them fished for their keys, and I felt a bolt of urgency. I had to make my decision now.

      But it wasn’t really much of a decision, was it? I somehow needed to escape the new Ebon Warden. Normally, I would have considered that to be an impossible task… but I was standing next to the very man who’d killed Warden Clovis.

      “Mr Strahl,” I said. “As it turns out, I am not in the mood to die today.”

      Strahl turned an impressively level expression upon me. “Let me know how that works out for you,” he said.

      “I could use your assistance,” I told him. “If you were feeling in a similar mood, I mean. I am confident that I can handle every obstacle except for the Ebon Warden. But you’ve tangled with a warden already. If she becomes a problem, I’d appreciate your help.”

      For a moment, I thought the man might actually refuse. A heavy, jaded weariness flickered across his bruised features, and I wondered if Strahl hadn’t already made his peace with the rope. But he sighed and nodded minutely. “I’ve got an Oath to keep,” he murmured. “I may as well tell Death Victorious I gave it my best try.”

      “Just one minor detail,” I added with a wince. “Please refrain from killing anyone. I’d prefer if we weren’t chased to the furthest corners of Avalon because we left a mound of corpses behind.”

      “You want to escape an angry crowd, an armed militia, and a warden of Lyonesse… and all without killing anyone?” Strahl asked. His tone was incredulous—but after a moment, he chuckled. “Sounds like a challenge,” he admitted. “What’s the plan?”

      I smiled helplessly. “No idea,” I admitted. “They haven’t had the chance to tell me.”

      The militia unlocked the door. One of them stepped into the wagon to undo the chains that kept us bound to the floor. He shoved us out onto the cobblestones, one after the other. The crowd erupted into bloodthirsty cheers.

      I winced at the crowd’s volume, and at the brightness of the morning sun. Goblins are sensitive to light, and the militia had taken my goggles. No one much cares if a dead man goes blind, I suppose.

      It was a long walk to the gallows for what would be a much shorter fall.

      We passed through the large ring of militia that surrounded the platform, keeping back the crowd. Four of the city’s finest Lyonguard stood on the platform itself. The Lyonguard looked like classical statues in their scarlet-maned helmets and their polished, gleaming breastplates, with their hands resting upon the hilts of their sabres. Their silver gauntlets thrummed with a muted power that made my teeth ache, even from below the gallows. Minor aethermancers, all of them.

      Warden Albright was going to be trouble enough—but truthfully, I hadn’t expected the Lyonguard either. I had faith in my crew… but the unexpected scope of our opposition touched that faith with worry.

      I ascended the steps in front of Strahl, counting obstacles out of the corner of my eye as best I could, despite the blinding sun. As the two of us reached the top, the priest moved forward to offer his copy of the holy Word to me. I placed my shackled hands dutifully upon it.

      “Child of the Benefactor,” the halcyon called out solemnly, “share with me now your burdens and be free of them, that your soul may return to Arcadia without regrets.” He was a lean, dark man with skin the colour of swaying cattails. His hair was closely shorn to his skull in a way that emphasised the friendliness of his slightly rounded face; his mouth was lined with the evidence of many easy smiles. Even as I looked up at him, the halcyon smiled gently at me—as though I were coming home, instead of going to the rope.

      Evie—a genuine halcyon of the Benefactor, and my ship’s chaplain—could talk his way into the strangest places. Everybody loves the Benefactor, Wil, he liked to say. I didn’t bother to question how he’d got himself assigned to this particular execution. I was just glad to see him.

      A slender length of metal jabbed out from between the pages of the holy Word. I palmed the lock pick carefully.

      Evie raised an eyebrow at me. “Do you have any confessions, my friend?” he prompted me again, with a hint of smirk.

      I shook my head. “Maybe after breakfast,” I mused.

      A few people chuckled. A guard clubbed me upside the head hard enough to make me see stars. Evie caught me as I stumbled back—he turned his body to shield me from view as I struggled for the presence of mind to pick at my manacles.

      “Thank you, Evie,” I mumbled.

      “Thank me after breakfast,” Evie whispered back. He helped me back to my feet—then whirled upon the guard that had clobbered me. “This man is in his final moments!” Evie scolded sternly. “It is incumbent upon all of us to show him some modicum of mercy⁠—”

      I tuned out the rest of Evie’s sermonising tirade to focus on my shackles. Somewhere in between love of the Benefactor and duty to use that mercy with which He blessed us, the lock gave a quiet click. When I looked up again, I saw that the guard actually looked chagrined.

      One of the Lyonguard stepped forward, carrying a writ in his hand. The extra plume in his helmet and the regal sash across his chest suggested that he was slightly more important than his fellows. He reached for the small vox station nearby, grabbing the chatterbox and turning it on. The emitter squealed as he adjusted the knob, and a wince rippled through the crowd.

      “People of Lyonesse,” the Lyonguard addressed the crowd monotonously. “We are gathered here today to see justice done…”

      I glanced sideways towards the executioner as the Lyonguard prattled on about justice, honour, and the public good. The executioner was a tall, broad-shouldered man with russet brown skin—further darkened from a life outdoors. I would have found him imposing… but a pair of warm brown eyes stared back at me from within the black executioner’s hood. The executioner winked at me, and my hopes soared in reply.

      Evie rarely walked into danger without his beloved husband—a man who also happened to be my best friend and first mate, Samuel “Little” Méndez.

      Little held my gaze for a moment; then, he gave a short jerk of his hooded head towards the skyline. I followed his silent suggestion, searching through the ships that milled about this morning. My Iron Rose wasn’t among them… but an old clanker had begun its approach towards our general area with a familiar single-pilot outflyer clamped beneath it. Even as I watched, the outflyer’s drives ignited, and the clanker’s clamps released it for flight.

      I was fairly certain it was illegal to fly a fighter plane over an execution. I was equally certain that the pilot in question did not care.

      The Lyonguard wound his speech to an end, oblivious to the approaching outflyer. He turned towards me, and I knew that he intended to offer me up to the unruly gathering as an appetiser before the main course.

      “Any last words, goblin?” the Lyonguard sneered.

      “Many, sir,” I answered. “But none for polite company.”

      A few snickers went up among the crowd. The Lyonguard didn’t even break a smile. He slashed a hand through the air, giving the signal to proceed.

      Little held the noose up before me, silently judging its width against my neck. He tapped his fingers meaningfully against the knot, and I suppressed my smile. Little was a seasoned airman; he knew a thing or two about tying knots.

      In this case, of course, he’d been very careful not to tie a knot. One good tug would probably make the whole thing come apart.

      Little looped the noose around my neck. Butterflies danced in my stomach as the rough hemp scratched at my skin. I knew my best friend wouldn’t strangle me… but my nerves weren’t quite as convinced on the matter.

      “How about you?” the Lyonguard growled at Strahl. “Any last words?”

      Strahl stared at him with a stony face. I wondered if he’d decided I was playing a joke on him, until he made his reply. “I’d ask you the same,” he told the Lyonguard, “but I already promised not to kill anyone today.”

      The Lyonguard snorted in derision.

      One of the militia started up a drumbeat nearby, trying to signal the crowd to hush up. The sound didn’t quiet anyone, of course, but it did set a pace for Little, who started back towards the lever that would swing free the panels beneath us.

      He didn’t even set his hand upon the lever before chaos erupted.

      The Lyonguard in charge staggered violently back and crumpled to his knees. The crowd was shouting far too loudly for anyone to have heard the gunshot—but I knew that there had been one, nevertheless. My gunnery chief, Miss Lenore Brighton, had remarkable aim.

      I might have searched the rooftops for her figure, had the gull-winged outflyer above not taken that exact opportunity to dive at the plaza. The one-manned fighter wove through the scattered air traffic above, roaring so dangerously close to the gallows that the platform rattled beneath our feet.

      Crowds screamed and scattered. I screamed with them, straining against the noose as I tried to duck for cover. But the outflyer swerved just in time to avoid a fatal crash, pulling upwards into the sky once more.

      Maybe I was just imagining things, but I thought I could hear Dougal MacLeod’s mad, booming laughter echoing above the din.

      “Daft, sky-drunk Northerner!” I gasped, as I struggled free of my manacles. “He’s going to kill us all!”

      One of the other Lyonguard on the platform caught sight of my struggles. He pulled his sword only halfway before Little slammed his heavy boot into the back of the Lyonguard’s knee, driving him down. I slipped the noose free of my neck just as Little smashed the man’s helmet into the wooden railing, ringing him like a bell.

      The Lyonguard slumped into a daze. Little reached down calmly to pick up his sword. He tossed the weapon my way; I snatched it from the air, testing the weight of the unfamiliar blade. It was a quality weapon, but far too heavy for me. Still—it would have to do.

      The two Lyonguard next to Strahl turned towards Little—but they’d somehow forgotten the dangerous man beside them.

      Strahl burst into a flurry of motion. He slammed his elbow into the closest man’s faceplate, even as his boot lashed out to crack at the other man’s knee. The first guard recovered quickly enough to draw his blade. Vials of aether on his person hissed and clicked as they infused his gauntlet and traveled along the blade; the edge crackled audibly with discharged aether, hissing at the air. He turned and stabbed at the manacled man behind him… but he was far too slow.

      Strahl looped the chain of his manacles over the blade with surprising alacrity; he jerked the sword wide, pulling his chains tense against its edge. Strahl’s arms bulged for a long second before the aether-honed sword cut through the chain, neatly freeing his movements. He sidestepped behind the Lyonguard, slamming his shoulder into the other man’s back to launch him directly into his injured, kneeling comrade.

      I barely managed to follow the flurry of violence. If I’d been under any remaining illusions as to the convict’s deadly skills, I was now utterly disabused of them.

      Strahl shrugged himself free of his noose, as though it were an afterthought.

      The two Lyonguard near Strahl struggled to rise again… but I noted their current position with detached interest. I recovered from my worried awe just long enough to step back and kick the lever.

      The platform’s floor swung open; two Lyonguard dropped from sight with sharp cries of shock.

      Strahl shot me a brief, startled blink. He kicked a dropped blade up into his hand, though, and turned to survey the situation.

      The crowd had surged away from the platform in a panicked frenzy, desperate to escape the sudden danger. The militia in front of the government building pulled backwards, tightening their semi-circle in order to protect the notable figure upon the balcony.

      Crack! A bullet skipped off the wall just beside that dark figure, kicking up a cloud of dust. Miss Brighton certainly could have hit her mark if she’d been trying—which meant she was probably just aiming to distract the warden. But the wardens of Lyonesse were a far cry from the pampered nobles of yesteryear’s empire.

      Warden Albright didn’t duck or dive for cover. Instead, the air around her shimmered with spent aether, and a low, painful humming cut through the air of the plaza. The warden leapt from the balcony in one smooth, impossible movement. Flashes of blue-white aether slowed her fall just as she would have hit the floor, settling her gracefully upon the ground at the last moment. The wavering aether around her remained, crackling into a pointed edge that scattered the crowd and her own militia before her.

      She was coming straight for us.

      The militia around the platform struggled free of the crowd’s last fleeing stragglers and raised their guns to fire upon us. But we’d all somehow managed to forget the outflyer and its reckless pilot. The fighter craft had flipped around for another death-defying dive. All of us—even the dark, advancing warden—threw ourselves down to the ground as the outflyer roared past. It passed low enough to the ground this time that it kicked up plumes of dirt, leaving a haze in its wake.

      Dougal MacLeod had more than thirty years of experience as a combat pilot. I tried desperately to remind myself of this fact as I crawled back onto my feet, shaking my head to clear the panic from my veins.

      Another crack! rang out across the square—more audible this time, now that the crowd had dispersed. Miss Brighton’s bullet caught against the warden’s wavering shield of aether, evaporating against it in a snap of blue-white lightning. The warden was back on her feet, and her militia had rallied behind her.

      As a longtime school teacher and onetime bounty hunter, Miss Lenore Brighton was nothing if not adaptable. She swiftly changed her tack.

      Another crack! sounded. This time, one of Warden Albright’s militia staggered back, clutching at his shoulder. Albright whirled, and I felt a brief pang of empathy for her. At least she cares about her people, I thought.

      “How in rot and ruin are we getting out of here?” Strahl demanded, just next to me.

      “Transportation is on the way!” I yelled back. “I’m right about that, Little, aren’t I?”

      My first mate couldn’t hear me over the din—but that was fine. Little had been mute for years now, and we’d all learned to work around it. I shoved the heavy sword under my arm and flicked my fingers at him, conveying the same message in sign language. He nodded and signed back to me: Buy time.

      Two of the city militia started up the back stairs of the platform, swords drawn, and Little turned his attention their way. He flipped a foot-long steel rod from his person, snapping it out into a telescopic staff with a spring-loaded click-clack.

      Evie stepped between Little and the advancing militia, holding up his hands. “Gentlemen,” he said loudly. “I’m sure this is all just a misunderstanding. Let’s all lay down our arms and talk, shall we?”

      One of the militia shot Evie an incredulous look. “Move, halcyon!” he said sharply.

      “Please,” Evie begged, “allow me to appeal to your better natures!”

      The militiaman shook his head; he and his comrade charged, clearly intent on shoving past the naive priest.

      Evie yanked the blue sash from his body and lashed out like a serpent. The heavy fabric snapped harmlessly against the advancing man’s face—but it was only a distraction. Evie kicked the man’s sword neatly aside, then lunged just inside his guard. He looped the sash around the man’s neck in one fluid movement; then, he knelt and hauled the man over his shoulder, flinging him off the platform and onto the stones of the parade ground.

      Evie pulled back quickly, holding up his sash before him with a sheepish smile. “Might I appeal to your better nature, sir?” he asked the second man.

      “Aim!” a sharp voice barked behind us.

      I turned and saw a motley firing line of militia. They weren’t neatly placed—but then, they didn’t need to be. They had us surrounded, with nowhere to run.

      I’m not precisely a religious man… but I like to think that the Lady of Fools and I have an understanding. She has a way of laughing as I end up in the most ridiculous situations… and I have a way of madly dancing myself to safety.

      My eyes landed on the vox device, just beside us. I dived for the chatterbox and yanked it from its cradle, slamming desperately on the emitter.

      A shriek like a bean sidhe’s wail ripped across the plaza. A wave of shots went wide, as militia flinched and clutched at their ears. Bullets slapped against the wooden platform; woodchips scattered. A bullet flew just past my nose, cracking into the vox itself—the squealing rose sharply, and then went dead.

      My ears rang; my stomach heaved with nausea. But a leviathan shadow crossed over the square, blotting out the sun, and I knew that the Lady of Fools had kept our unspoken bargain.

      I couldn’t hear the hum of my beloved ship—but I felt it in my bones. It thrummed against my skin, even from a distance. Never in my life had I been so happy to see those white sails snapping against blue skies. The onetime Imperial ship-of-the-line steered slowly above us, guarded by the mad outflyer that still danced a warding circle around it. Not that the Iron Rose particularly needed guarding. Several of its cannons and one of the four turrets mounted on the underside of the wooden hull turned warningly upon the square.

      Next to me, Strahl rose slowly to his feet. His gobsmacked expression would remain etched in my memory for years to come.

      “How do you like my drake-infested longboat?” I asked him loudly.

      Lines dropped towards the platform from above, dragging against the wooden planks as the ship slowly passed. I grabbed at a rope, knowing that we had a narrow window of escape.

      But Little and Evie were suddenly nowhere to be seen.

      A hard spike of fear coursed through me. I dropped the rope, rushing for the stairs that led off the back end of the gallows.

      “Where are you going?” Strahl bellowed.

      I saw the problem as I reached the top of the stairs; Evie leaned awkwardly against the platform, clutching at his leg where a stray bullet had caught him. Blood seeped through his fingers.

      It was a lot of blood.

      Little knelt beside his husband, looking him over with alarm. He snatched at Evie’s sash, tying it around the injury. Evie protested weakly—I’m sure there’s some doctrine against using holy symbols that way—but Little neatly ignored him. Still, I knew there was no way Evie would make it to a rope in time… and obviously, his husband wasn’t going to leave him behind.

      I certainly wasn’t going to leave without them.

      I turned and bolted for the nearest snaking rope. Strahl watched me with a rope in his own hand; his face was inscrutable, but he’d kept his grip loose enough that the rope slid slowly through his palm. I noted him distantly as I snatched at lines, rushing them back towards the stairs.

      I wasn’t sure how bad Evie’s injury was—but we didn’t have much time to inspect it. Little had tied it off as best he could. “Up we go!” I gasped out, as I passed them each a rope. Evie grabbed one from me, though his grip was weak. Little looped the line around his husband’s waist, knotting it carefully.

      Unfortunately, I’d somehow managed to forget about the dangerous aethermancer behind us.

      The wooden planks beneath my feet blew out from under me in a blinding flash. I heard a deafening crack—and then, I was tumbling end-over-end, rolling across the stones of the square. Stars blossomed before my eyes, and it took me more than a few seconds to clear them.

      Everything hurt. My ears rang. My bones hummed.

      A dark figure strode through the broken gallows platform towards me. Warden Albright’s black garb had bleached to a dull, dishwater grey along her arms; her eyes burned with a shifting rainbow iridescence. Lightning crackled along the bulky gauntlet on her arm, pooling into her outstretched hand.

      Every Ebon Warden for the past few decades had styled themselves after Death Victorious, the Tuath Dé of glory. Warden Albright had held the position for less than a week—but she carried her mantle of office well. She stalked towards me with all the grim finality of a large, predatory cat.

      It was because she had her eyes on me that she never saw Strahl coming.

      He swung from the top of the broken gallows, gripping at the very same noose that should have hung him. He slammed his boot-heels into the warden’s back, picking her up off her feet and driving the air from her lungs.

      The two of them tumbled across the open ground—but Strahl was up on his feet in a moment, freshly bruised and bloody.

      Warden Albright struggled to rise after him; aether gathered around her, and her bulky gauntlet whirred dangerously… but Strahl didn’t give her the chance to expend the deadly charge. He kicked the warden brutally across the face, and the tense cloud of aether collapsed in a rush.

      The entire exchange had taken only seconds.

      Strahl hauled the limp warden up in front of him, just as a dozen militia trained their guns upon his form. The men on the other side of those guns hesitated, and I silently thanked the Lady of Fools once again.

      I pushed up carefully to my hands and knees. Strahl backed closer towards me, keeping the warden’s figure carefully interposed between himself and the militia.

      “Drop the warden!” one of them yelled.

      I saw Little tug on Evie’s rope behind us, signaling to the crew above to start pulling him up. Strahl glanced back towards me… and I nodded quickly.

      Strahl faced the militia with a grim smile. “Catch,” he told them.

      He tossed the Ebon Warden towards the armed men.

      One of the men was just foolish enough to take a shot. Strahl flinched—but I couldn’t tell where he’d been hit. Shortly thereafter, however, an answering shot cracked through the air from one of the rooftops. The militiaman who’d fired on Strahl staggered and fell to one knee, clutching at his hip.

      Militia dove for cover. Strahl lunged for the nearest line, hauling himself up hand over hand. “Get that green rear into gear, Blair!” he bellowed at me.

      I bolted clumsily for a rope. Bullets whizzed by me like angry bees—but somehow, I closed my fingers around the line just in time. I mumbled a litany of nonsense as the crew above began to pull me up. Some of the words were curses; others, I think, were wild prayers. But soon, I was swinging through the air just beneath my ship, laughing with manic triumph.

      The Iron Rose picked up speed sharply, rising towards the open skies. Bullets continued zooming past me, but I was moving far too fast to be a meaningful target now. Three other figures dangled within my sight, and I breathed out a sigh of relief as I saw them.

      Thankfully, many hands above made for light work. Several people hauled me over the railing in short order. I tumbled gracelessly onto the deck of my ship, trembling with demented laughter.

      Cheers went up among the crew; the sound blurred together into a roar in my ears. I tried to push to my feet, but I had to half-crawl my way to Evie’s side, nearby.

      Little leaned his husband carefully back against the railing. It was clear that Evie had taken a bullet to the leg—but he wasn’t bleeding out as terribly as I’d feared. He wouldn’t be walking again anytime soon, but I was confident that our physicker could handle the damage.

      Little tore away the black hood. His brown eyes showed terrible concern, but Evie squeezed his hand and shot a weak smile in my direction.

      “And how was your shore leave, Wil?” he asked in a shaky voice.

      I shook my head incredulously at him. “You’re a fool,” I informed him. I shoved to my feet and glanced around at the other faces surrounding me. “You’re all fools,” I added, pitching my voice louder for good measure. “And aren’t you all a sight for sore eyes, you lovely bunch of miscreants?”

      Laughter rippled across the deck. Several people shot me ironic salutes, and my heart swelled with sentiment.

      “All hands, to your stations!” I called out. “Lyonesse can kiss our rudder!”

      Aye-ayes echoed across the main deck as people rushed back to their tasks.

      Strahl knelt awkwardly on the deck, clutching at his arm. Blood had begun to stain his ragged shirt—but the bleeding was sluggish enough that I knew the injury wasn’t serious. Strahl watched with a mystified expression as I patted Evie on the shoulder and turned to hold out my hand.

      “Mr Strahl,” I said. “That was some timely help back there with Evie. I think it’s safe to say we owe you a debt of gratitude.”

      Strahl looked at my hand—and then, he looked at the ship beneath our feet. The idea that I truly owned a ship seemed to stymy him even more than the gallows had done.

      He regained himself, however, and reached up to clasp at my arm. He nearly unbalanced me with his weight as he hauled himself to his feet… but I did my best to pretend at dignity, all the same.

      “I’m not a very good man, Captain Blair,” Strahl told me seriously. “But I don’t leave people behind.”

      It did not escape my notice that he’d used my title this time.

      I nodded back at him. “Go sit with the halcyon,” I said. “We’ll have the physicker patch you up.”
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