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      For every wallflower who has ever counted a song within that simply would not be denied. Follow the siren.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DRAMATIS PERSONAE

          

        

      

    

    
      HOUSE LANIER

      Princess Marsea Lanier, the eldest daughter, twenty cycles old

      Prince Rembrandt Lanier, the eldest living son, and heir to the Throne of Lancastle, eighteen

      Larissa Lanier, Queen of Lancastle

      Prince Desmond Lanier, the eldest of the Lanier siblings, died during the coup of the Midnight Men at the age of nine

      Whitman Lanier II, the last and former King of Lancastle, died during the coup of the Midnight Men at the age of fifty

      Magwyn Lanier, Whitman’s younger sister, Empress of Courowne

      

      COURT OF LANCASTLE

      Rhonyn Waldgrave, Ambassador of Lancastle, Queen Larissa’s older brother

      Merillion Casilvieri, a man of questionable character, and Marsea’s mentor

      Effie Cavendish, a cloth maiden, and friend to Princess Marsea

      

      HOUSE HARVER

      Raelan Harver, General and High Commander of the Lancastle Royalguard Regiment, the eldest of the Harver brothers, Larissa Lanier’s husband

      Pion Harver, Raelan’s son, twenty-two

      Julia Harver, the daughter of Raelan and Queen Larissa, nine

      Shelly Manson, Raelan’s former lover, and Pion’s mother (deceased)

      Vaustian Harver, Viceroy of Lancastle, the middle Harver brother

      Sylvie Harver, Vaustian’s wife

      Aeralie Harver, the daughter of Vaustian and Sylvie, fifteen

      Ganedys Harver, the youngest of the Harver brothers

      

      ROYALGUARD

      Rhymona Curie, a battle-magus with a violent past, Captain of the Kingswatch company known as the Black Stags

      Yurien Tenbrooks, a battle-magus of some repute

      Bromas Aldridge, a Captain in the Royalguard, stationed in Lancastle

      Wilhelm Marlowe, known as The Iron Black, a Colonel and Lord Commander of the Kingswatch

      

      HOUSE VALENFORTH

      Connor Valenforth, High Lord of Palatia

      Lady Dree, Valenforth’s wife

      

      COURT OF PALATIA

      Davrin Tarboril, High Commander of the Palatian Royalguard Regiment

      Aramis Cedarholm, a Colonel and Lord Commander of the Crownswatch

      Trydan Westerly, a magus and alchemist

      

      SOUTHLANDS

      Aiden Ashborough, an archivist at Perciya University, twenty-three

      Stella Ashborough, Aiden’s mother (deceased), a storied magus, and former archivist to Lancastle Library

      Vincent Ashborough, Aiden’s father, a winemaker

      Autumn Ashborough, Aiden’s younger sister, fifteen

      Calem Reid, Aiden’s close friend, and a fellow archivist at the university

      Caitlyn Ellsbury, Aiden’s girlfriend

      Val, a mysterious sellsword that befriends Aiden

      Xavien Ledgermaine, a barkeep at The Heart House in Port Tavernmast

      

      FURTHER PLAYERS

      Elsymir Beldroth, a y’deman huntsman

      Broenwjar, Beldroth’s wolf companion

      Solomon Darrow, a magus and Oathsworn

      Tetherow, a magus and author tangled in rumors

      Wade’s harlot, a barmaid with a dark secret
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      Rembrandt Lanier stared absently at the dancing flame emanating from the oil lamp at the hallway’s edge, a billow of smoke rising from the pipe between his chapped lips, the scabbard of his watchman’s blade resting idly against his shoulder.

      The panting moans of Wade’s harlot leaked out from behind the door he sat post, disturbing what would have otherwise been a most pleasant silence. Oh, but he could strangle his Kingswatch patrol mate, Liam Wade, to The Hood’s Door for convincing him to assist in this lascivious dalliance, with a loose townie barmaid no less. Remy hoped she gave the daft bastard cock-rot. He certainly deserved as much if not worse.

      In furtherance, he might likewise wring Van Wyck’s neck for ushering him out to this gods’ forsaken shithole with the Black Stags on the whim of some craven dullard’s concocted delusion. He was a King after all, at the least a Crown Prince, a true blood royal, and the last surviving male of the Lanier ancestry. As such he deserved a modicum of respect. No, he damn well demanded it. The incorrigible Field Marshal should count well his ruddy luck stones Remy did not have him put to the stocks for such blatant insolence.

      But these threats were merely idle fancy. For though Rembrandt Lanier was indeed the rightful heir to the Lancastle throne by birthright, the Midaran Commonwealth no longer recognized he or his bloodkin as rulers. In a single night, some fifteen cycles past, when he was but still a babe, the Midnight Men reduced his family, once lauded and beloved by near all amidst the Vaelsyn Empire, to mere gazing stock in a gilded cage. The namesake of Lanier thereafter became sullied by even the lowliest of servants and whoresons comprising Lancastle’s hamlets. There had even been a series of wretched songs written about their plight. The surname had since become synonymous with the words weak-willed, pathetic, and foolhardy. It was for these very reasons that Rembrandt Lanier abandoned his dead father’s kingdom last winter upon the dawn of his eighteenth birthfall. By his estimation, the court of Lancastle had devolved into a disease in the absence of a proper kingship and he’d had about as much as he could stomach of it. Besides, he had no mates to disappoint, no lover’s hand to leave behind, and save for his half-sister Julia, he absolutely despised those that remained of his bloodkin. He also knew what they named him behind his back, and Rembrandt Lanier would serve as no man’s puppet king. If Vaustian the Vile wanted the throne of a snake pit, he could very well have it. And, so it was, against his better judgments, that Remy enlisted with the dogs and drear of the Kingswatch, for better or worse, and to the nine hells with the lot of them.

      Accordingly, here he now found himself, the Crown Prince of Lancastle, sitting sentry for one of the dodgiest degenerates in the Royalguard in a dimly lit hallway in a derelict inn in a scarcely cultured backwoods village in the middle of the evenfall during the darkest winter in a wolf’s age. If ever there were a time for his kinfolk to wallow in the squalor of unjust karma, this was most assuredly it. He could practically hear Marsea’s fake, annoying titter as though she sat in the hallway right next to him. The gods know, it would seem there was no distance far enough to evade his turncoat elder sister’s bitchy haunt.

      He took a long drag from his cob and listened wistfully to the tap, tap, tapping of a naked tree branch against the lone windowpane of the upstairs hallway before a creaking sound from the stairwell’s bottom stole away his fancy. He took another pull from the cob and squinted into the lambent light to better focus his vision in preparation of his guest, then let his breath out. It was much too early to be one of his swordbrothers. Patrols would be out for at least another hour, some for another two. No, more than likely it belonged to some drunkard or one of the inn staff on their nightly rounds. Though mayhaps they were the dashing footsteps of Gideon Ransford. Remy’s heart began to hasten with excitement at the mere notion. Without a doubt, the innkeeper’s assistant was the most beautiful creature he’d laid eyes upon since leaving the court of courts.

      An innkeeper’s assistant? Truly Remy? Your luck, you’ve more than like already met the man of your dreams and told him to piss off.

      Truth’s witness, as long as it wasn’t Curie or Grim, he couldn’t give two figs who rounded the corner. He had already been taken to task twice since Stag Company’s arrival in Brymshire thanks to Wade’s antics. A third time would be the final straw. He simply refused to endure another unjust scolding. If his cycles spent at court in Lancastle taught him anything at all, it was the difference between loyalty and exploitation, and his clemency only reached so far. He would not be made to look the fool, not for anyone, especially not a cur as witless as Liam Wade.

      After a minute of waiting, Remy’s curiosity reached its peak. Something about the spacing of the footfalls sat ill with him. Something vaguely familiar.

      As he tamped the tobacco dry with his thumb, the revelation hit him. He imagined his cripple stepbrother Pion fighting each stairwell of Lancastle’s citadel, left foot then right foot, one excruciating step at a time. Left then right again and again, a dozen times, and a dozen more, each one more grueling than the last, sweat beads forming a sheen about his brow followed by the continuous wiping of a cloth. It was quite unsettling to behold really.

      By the time a deformed shadow emerged against the oil lamp’s flickering tapestry, Remy practically felt the ache in his own ankles. He stowed his pipe in a jacket pocket and quietly pushed himself up from the floor, his eyes glued to the stairwell. Another ungainly footfall, and he inched the sword’s cross-guard from the scabbard’s mouth. Normally, he would have called out or perhaps feigned a cough to let the company know of his attendance, but something in his gut screamed to the contrary.

      The tap, tap, tapping was all that could be heard save the footfalls, one foot, dragging, then the second foot, one after the other, two more stairs, one last stair, and the disheveled figure emerged on the landing before him.

      “Miss Allison?” he whispered to the innkeeper’s daughter, recognizing her by her willowy contour, though he did not dare approach. Something was horribly afoul about her. The Miss Allison he knew always had a bounce in her step and would have greeted him with a warm smile. By contrast, this version appeared unnaturally crooked and freshly hobbled.

      Miss Allison’s head snapped up at the sound of his inquiry, and she took a shambling step toward him, collapsing to the floor once her lame foot touched down upon its surface.

      “Gods,” Remy uttered as he backed away. A low clicking sound returned from the innkeeper’s daughter as her silhouette contorted back up to her feet with a series of impossibly grotesque fractures.

      “Emyria’s tits, Toff,” Wade barked as he slammed open the door of his bedchamber with no regard whatsoever for his nude state, “what in nine hells is all the bloody racket?”

      The lamplight cast from the bedchamber unveiled to them both the most dreadful imagery either one had ever beheld.

      “Curse the devil’s wench,” uttered Wade.

      The right side of Miss Allison’s once comely face had been ripped open from the edge of her mouth into the bone structure of her cheek exposing her gums and a row of snaggled teeth upward into a lump of malformed, half-masticated flesh that formerly housed an eye. The fold of skin that concealed the insides now hung down loosely against the side of her neck, which itself displayed upon its opposite side a chunk of missing flesh and a wellspring for the blackened blood discoloring the mantle of her cloak and the frontage of her dress.

      Remy couldn’t help but stare into the lone eye that had been left her. What once shown with a kindly chestnut shimmer had now become a sallow, lifeless milk shade.

      Chasing a sickly groan, the innkeeper’s daughter lunged at Remy, though he managed to dodge past her grasp with a sideswipe, sending her flailing body reeling forward, face first into the doorjamb behind him. She never stopped moving as she collapsed to the hardwood. She simply dragged herself hungrily forward in a violent serpentine crawl, screeching wildly as she shredded away the bruised skin about her ruined elbows with each clawing thrust at Wade’s ankles. The light from the room revealed her right leg to be caked in blood and gruesomely mangled as though a rabid dog or a stray wolf had somehow gotten after her. Considering the severity of the maiming, it was truly amazing she had been able to move at all, much less ascend a flight of stairs.

      Remy unsheathed his sword fully as Wade receded into the bedchamber, his whore atop the bed squealing madly at the clicking horror.

      “What are you waiting for, Toff? Bloody kill it already,” Wade howled, his voice breaking in the panic.

      Without hesitation, Remy drove the point of his blade into Miss Allison’s skull, halting the fiend’s frenzied attack, and a pool of blackened blood formed beneath the ruin of her downturned face like spill from an overturned inkwell. He clutched fingers to his temples and closed his eyes. Remy had experienced an act like this before. The act of murder, of reaping a life, and though this act struck him just as profoundly as the first, it held its own rotten weight in misery.

      When Remy shifted his attentions back upward to Wade and the barmaid, he found a lilac-skinned creature plunging a knife into his swordbrother’s backside over and over and over again, her movements merciless, surgical, and quicker than an eyeblink; the movements of a trained killer, a devil meant for the darkness—an ashaeydir assassin.

      Nothing of the gruesome scene made a mite of sense to him. Where was the bloody barmaid? What in the nine hells was happening?

      The ashaeydir arrested Remy with a yellow-eyed gaze and a lopsided smile as Wade collapsed before her, spitting bright red blood by the pintload. She then shifted the knife between her fingers from handle to blade, taking aim at Remy, and slung the bloodied instrument directly at his face. Remy spun outside of the bedchamber’s doorway, narrowly avoiding the hissing blade before it stuck firm into the wall across from him, and without a second thought to the matter, he scurried down the hallway into the stairwell, abandoning Liam Wade as well as his watchman’s blade still lodged inside the back of Miss Allison’s skull.

      Wade’s cries of agony followed him down the stairwell to the ground floor and into the tavern, but Remy refused to turn back. Not with an ashaeydir killer about. It was only as he reached the doorway that he came to a halt, finding it slightly ajar. He nearly rushed out anyway, against all of his better judgments, but as his shaking hand reached to take the doorknob, the church bell sounded, followed by a baying of hounds, and the shouts of men and women scurrying to and fro about the cobble just inches away from him.

      Where had all of this chaos come from? He inched the door shut and fell quietly against it. And perhaps even more troubling, how long had it been going on for?

      A clicking noise from the back of the tavern drew Remy’s attention, and he instinctually unsheathed the skinner knife at his waist. That five-inch blade was now the only means of defense presently left to him. From the shadows limped forth a figure in uniform wearing the corpse of Grayson Bedford, whose eyes in the wavering candlelight begot the same eerie spectacle that formerly possessed Miss Allison, and whose mouth and chin were caked in a beard of bright red. Remy glanced down at the cadet’s waist where he found Bedford’s sword untouched in its scabbard.

      Gray, you craven fool, Remy thought, wouldn’t even pull the blade to save your own skin, would you?

      Remy doubted the blade had even once been married to whetstone since its issue. Nine hells, it more than like hadn’t even left the scabbard. Though in Gray’s defense, he had hardly begun his basic training before being thrown to the wolves. It was no secret the Royalguard had become desperate in recent months with rumors of a fresh ashaeydir campaign making the rounds. Subsequently, the Kingswatch began dispensing new recruits, some scarcely old enough to rightfully enlist, to the vanguard of battle. A favored few, like himself, received the skeleton’s regimen of preparation at Nightsbridge before assignment to a company, but most were sorted with only the base combat knowledge they joined with. For Grayson Bedford, an unproven miller’s boy from Elkmark, that misfortune had found him a most gruesome fate.

      Though wretched circumstances notwithstanding, Remy decided he would have the cadet’s blade before taking to the cobble. It would serve him a damn sight better than his skinner knife to be sure. Swiftly, he maneuvered behind a nearby table as Gray approached and began pushing it forward, using it as a buffer as he rammed it into his lost comrade, forcing the lumbering abomination to the hardwood beneath it. Unfortunately, Remy did not take proper account of his momentum during the act, and the miscalculation sent him sprawling atop the overturned table along with Gray, his face falling only inches away from the ghoul’s gnashing maw. All that separated the pair was a thin layer of wood.

      “For fuck’s sake,” Remy said as he shimmied to the top edge of the table and smashed the pommel of his knife into the crown of Gray’s head. However, the blow yielded no effect save to anger the abomination further. Remy smashed a second, third, and fourth time to equal results as the table teetered and tottered with the ghoul’s violent shifts. Finally, Remy directed the blade downward so its biter protruded from the bottom of his fist. “I’m sorry, Gray,” he said as he settled the steel into the center of Gray’s forehead and began to push, driving it south with both hands until he felt the splintering of skull and the body cease thrashing and squirming underneath him.

      More clicking from behind the bar shortened Remy’s victory, and quickly thereafter, he stole away into the snowy darkness with the dead man’s blade, leaving the horrors of the Krueger Street Innhouse to the devils of the past. He could only hope the ashaeydir from Wade’s bedquarter hadn’t decided to take to his tail.

      Once outside, as anticipated, he found the cobble to be an utter madhouse. The clicking fiends were everywhere, like wildfire in a windstorm, as though their forms had somehow materialized from the decree of the encroaching mists. No doubt there was some sorcery to be found in it. As his Uncle Rho would say, it was always something. Brymshire’s confined quarters would not long endure this manner of bedlam to be sure. Even a properly fortified citadel would struggle to defend against this count of savagery. Indeed, he wagered, the Kingswood would provide him his best chance of survival. As such, Remy decided to make for the southern gatehouse for no other reason than it was the nearest township exit.

      He took a couple cautious steps forward and watched in awe as a pair of men tussled into the street before him from the black of an alley. The one with the odd-shaped club found his feet first and beat wildly at the other, smashing his opponent’s head bloody before he was wrestled down by a third form from behind. Remy charged at the clicking attacker, cutting his sword down into its crown, but his reaction came too late. The throat of the man with the club had already been rent clean of his neck, and blood spurted profusely from the opening. Instinctually, Remy placed his hands over the wound to try to stop the bleeding, but there was nothing left to be done about it. He pulled away and flung the thick glaze of gore from his fingers.

      Movement from inside the alleyway caught his attention, and he stared at the misshapen cluster in the starlight. It was an entire pack of the clicking bastards, feasting and tearing at an unrecognizable mass. The one nearest him turned its head and glared directly at him before contorting up from its repast. It took a moment, but Remy soon recognized the dreadful thing to be that of Lieutenant Grimbel.

      A clicking sound below him wrested his attention away from Grimbel, and Remy recoiled as the man that had just bled out only moments before returned to the realm of the living, blank white orbs and all. Remy kicked away from the clicking ghoul and pushed himself up to his feet, scampering from the freshly made blighter and his approaching commanding officer.

      A burst of white flame behind his flight ignited the mists, and within its brilliance, Remy circled about and beheld a most unlikely sight mounted high upon its necrotic destrier. A creature he thought to be of myth. His Uncle Rho had told him many hearthfire tales of the nasty bastards in his youth, of undead horrors named lich capable of resurrecting and commanding the grave-ridden, but Remy had always prided himself on his pragmatism and had thusly dismissed them as fairytale-folly. Yet gods’ bones, sure enough, there it was, all ashen and emaciated, straight from the storybook’s pages, cutting its icy sword down at a farmhand fool enough to charge at it with a meat cleaver of all things.

      To be sure, Brymshire was fully at sixes and sevens now. This wasn’t a battle. And this manner of butchery certainly wasn’t for a cause. There would be no prisoners at the end of this carnage. There would be no surrender. This was slaughter through and through, wholly unbiased, outright slaughter. Kill or be killed. Every man for himself.

      Remy wasted no time investigating further. From what he could recall of his uncle’s stories, the lich were a horridly malevolent creation of the nether that required a highly skilled sorcerer to banish. He doubted Curie possessed such capabilities; mayhaps Tenbrooks might stand half a chance, though to be sure the watchman would have to see himself free of this fel madness first.

      A block away, at the end of a far-too-narrow back alley, Remy peered around the corner toward the market that stood betwixt him and the southern gatehouse and found a young boy in the path’s epicenter feeding over the corpse of a twitching woman. The boy could not have been older than six or seven cycles. From behind, an elderly man prodded at the boy with a pitchfork and waved a torch at it, but his threats did little to slow the young one’s hunger. An instant later, a pair of ghoulish townsfolk ambushed the old man from the shroud of mist, dropping him helplessly to the stone, and the boy swiftly joined in on the fresher feast.

      Without a word to betray his attendance, Remy turned away from the grisly scene and crept back down the alleyway whence he had come. It would seem the fates would have him work for his freedom this eve. As he came upon the end of the passage, a man carrying a young girl in his arms hobbled into his footpath, and instinctually Remy directed the tip of Gray’s watchman blade at them, striding a few steps back into the shadows, halting the man in the starglow of the alleyway’s mouth.

      “On you go then,” said Remy, his orbs beady and haunted.

      The man stared at the watchman in disbelief, a subtle fever clear about his countenance. So too did the girl, all shivers and innocence. She quite reminded Remy of Jules.

      I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I can’t help you. Go away. Just go away. “I said fuck off,” Remy snarled, rearing the blade back for a strike. And the man shambled off in the opposite direction.

      Bloody hell. Remy couldn’t believe his state as he fell back in relief against the wall. Did he truly just frighten away a defenseless father and his little girl? The girl scarcely looked old enough to form words yet. Every man for himself, he reminded.

      A clicking sound from the other end of the alleyway brought a swift end to Remy’s deliberation, and he pushed away from the wall without a second glance, taking to a full sprint through the township, dodging and weaving around skirmish after skirmish, navigating the bloodbath by instinct’s measure alone, not stopping for anyone or anything until he came within a block of the southern gatehouse, or at least what he believed was the southern gatehouse, for the settling fog had become so dense and the snowfall so thick that he could no longer properly determine his location. A pair of hunt dogs dashed across his ankles, nearly tripping him, and instinctually he followed in the wake of their wild tear. Perhaps the hounds of hell would lead him to some manner of salvation.

      His world had become death and ash and the alien clicking sounds of the blight. What little that could be distinguished of the cobble had been recast in a thick smear of crimson and charcoal, erasing all memory of what once was. The fresh alteration displayed such a stark variation from its predecessor that it felt as though he had somehow been transported to a different town altogether and, moreover, with the arrival of a lich to a different world entirely. For what had become of Brymshire this nightfall was a hellish rendering that could only be likened to that of the nether realm.

      Obscure forms bobbed and staggered and clicked about in every direction, the back and forth shouting of the remaining townsfolk singing out in consequence, with the sobs and screeches of the blight’s victims serving as an endless chorus to the warring sides. But all the same, Remy clung to the shadows with his back ever pressed against a wall, removing the probability of a surprise attack from the equation. The only way he would be taken was if one of the blighters rushed in at him head on. Thusly he kept Gray’s watchman blade up in defense of such a scenario. If another one of the bastards were bold enough to try him, he would make damn sure it regretted the decision.

      “He wouldn’t harm me.” Remy heard a familiar voice call out as the southern gatehouse darkened into distinction. It was one of the Evers twins, no mistake about it. There wasn’t another soul within all the highlands that sported such a crude accent as Jorem and Aldous Evers. “Not me. Not his brother. Never me. But she said he were an abomination, the fucking cunt, and that he had to die, and that she were gonna kill him if I didn’t do it meself.”

      “So you murdered her?” Gordon Dennings spat harshly.

      “What are you fools still doing here?” Remy said as he approached.

      Dennings whirled around hotly, sword at the ready. “Toff. As I live and breathe. You made it.”

      “Something of the like.”

      “Where’s Wade?”

      Remy pursed his lips and shook his head.

      “Shit fire.”

      “Grim and Gray too,” he added.

      “Chuffing hells, what in the nine fucks is going on? One second it’s an ordinary nightfall, silent as the maiden’s prayer, the next it’s an utter shit-show.”

      “I should say our dear friend Carrington was true in his counsel, though the gods only knew what sort of hell he has cast us into. You should well prize yet, there’s a bloody lich about the lot.”

      “A lich? Bugger all.”

      “It’s the truth, hand to heart, back near Krueger Street. And an ashaeydir spy to boot. She was the one who stuck Wade. Stuck him but good too. And then she stuck him again and again for good measure. Made a right tatter of him, she did. And then she had a proper go at me just the same, but I managed to ward the bitch off by the skin of my teeth.”

      “Given this bedlam, you knew it had to be the fucking ashaeydir, the godless heathens. I had holiday in two weeks. The nasty cocksuckers just couldn’t wait two more bloody weeks, could they?”

      “The gods damn us all!” one of the Evers twins shouted to his lungs’ extent.

      “Steady on, mate,” said Remy brusquely, shifting his weary gaze toward the twins.

      “I wouldn’t count my ruddy luck stones with that one, yeah,” Dennings said. “You may want to have a better look at the spare.”

      Remy glanced past the standing Evers twin at the other who was slumped awkwardly over a dark mass. Upon closer inspection, Remy found the other gorging himself from a corpse’s opened stomach, like a pig feeding over a trough.

      “Jory killed the bloody baker to save his brother—or so he claims,” Dennings said. “How’s that for irony? Spend your whole life making folk food only to become food yourself in the end.”

      Remy glanced back and forth between the identical twins. With wobbly arms, Jory was shifting his sword back and forth at them, his eyes bulbous, bloodshot, and twitchy. Aldous, meanwhile, continued to make a rather messy meal of poor Miss Beam. As if the night had not already been surreal enough, watching the Evers twins in their current state was like gazing through some sort of mad before and after carnie mirror. “Emyria’s lament.”

      “Aye, Emyria and the whole rotten lot of ‘em,” Dennings said. “Jory, mate, you understand of course Aldous cannot be allowed to endure in this manner.”

      “Piss off, ye fat shite,” Jorem shouted. “I won’t just leave him.”

      “Lower your tongue, fool, lest you join their lot, yeah,” Remy hissed, the highborn coming out in him.

      “I will afford you the choice of who ends it, Jorem, but this charade will not be allowed to persist,” Dennings continued.

      As if it could somehow sense its forthcoming doom, the creature that was Aldous Evers suddenly twisted its neck back toward the trio from the mound of ravaged flesh, a fistful of Jania Beam’s entrails hanging low from its gnawing mouth, its orbs completely devoid of color.

      “We don’t have time for this,” Remy said. “Kill him, stay, have a gods damned bloody tea party if you like, Jory, I could give a mummer’s fuck less. But Brymshire is done. Tits up. And so is Al. There’s nothing left to be saved here. I’m going to the mountain. It’s our best chance to survive all this. I’ll wager Tenbrooks and Curie are still there, and they will need to be warned of what’s happened post haste. Now make your decision. Come with us or stay here and fuck along your merry.”

      Without another word, Remy sidestepped toward the gatehouse watching Aldous continue to partake of Miss Beam, extending Gray’s watchman blade as a buffer between himself and the Evers twins, until he was passed. Once through the gatehouse, he took to a full dash into the starlit expanse of countryside beyond, riding the swell of his adrenaline. He didn’t stop for anyone or anything in the open fields. The time for heroics had long since passed. He just kept moving through the cutting barley stalks toward the black wall of tree line that seemed a hopeless distance away. And for a short spell, nothing, save the ghoul’s clicking, like crickets in a marsh, and his own ragged breath clouds registered, even as utter mayhem unraveled in the mists all around him. There were bodies everywhere, too many bodies. Some running like mad. Some crawling. Some crying over loved ones. Some fighting. And even more strewn about in bits and pieces. Remy dodged and shifted through the massacre as the gods permitted, though in this manner of murk, it was impossible to discern who remained amongst the living. Plainly put, Brymshire had become a potter’s field, and it would be a total crapshoot as to who made it out of the stalks and into the forest alive.

      Do not stop. Do not look back, he repeated as he neared the impossible dream of the Kingswood, vaulting an unmoving mass of flesh and passing into the obscurity of the forest pitch. He ran deep and long into the Kingswood before the frosty chill of winter eventually stole from him his ability to draw air, and he tumbled face first into a crude burrow, his adrenaline all but burned away. He sat up spitting dirt and watched in wearied silence as a cloth maiden struggled through the thorny twists of the wood with two ravenous ghouls trampling close behind her. Dennings, who had somehow managed to stay close despite his size, ran one of the bastards through, freeing the woman from its scaly grasp as a third unseen blighter leapt atop the big man’s back. It took a fourth and a fifth to finally wrestle him down, and even against such odds, he fought tooth and nail until the bloody end. Remy clenched his eyes shut as he listened helplessly to his swordbrother’s howls and curses. There was nothing to be done for him, even if Remy had fancied himself the brave sort. He rather liked Dennings too. Damned shame to lose a decent soldier. They were quickly joined in a shrill chorus by the cloth maiden Dennings had only seconds before attempted to defend. The gods know she was a horrid screamer too, her cries resonating far beyond him, long into the country black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Alone for what felt like hours in the aftermath of Dennings’s mauling, Remy plodded, stumbled, and crawled through the dizzying wood to stay ahead of a pack of pursuing blighters, though he knew he was rapidly losing his battle with the demon of exhaustion. To have it true, at this juncture, he wasn’t entirely sure he was even still being followed, but he believed that rest meant death and death could suck the piss from his limp cock after what he’d been through to get even this far. As such, he kept his eyes to the star map, his trek to the fore, and his mind on the prize: Palatia’s iron gates.

      Do not stop. Do not look back.

      Oh, the treasures he would trade for a quaff of water, he thought as he mopped his forehead with the end of a shirtsleeve. Even a hand-cupped sip from a stream would be a blessed luxury. He had shed most of his armor since his escape from Brymshire to alleviate some of the extra weight bogging him down and hoped that the awry trail he left of it might also mislead anyone who had taken to his pursuit, especially a particular lichlord or ashaeydir assassin. Ghouls were one thing, but he was quite ill-equipped to duel beings endowed by the gift.

      Reduced to jelly, his legs gave out on him about a league outside the village, and he collapsed to his knees and then fell motionless upon his side. He couldn’t help but think about his family then. About Mother and Marsea and Jules. And if Jules missed him as much as he missed her.

      His breath held as he suddenly realized just how quiet the forest had become. He rolled onto his backside and listened intently, but nothing moved. All was deathly calm, silent as the grave, just as it had been before the attack. He was mercifully free of the ghouls’ insufferable clicking as though the assault on Brymshire had been nothing more than a soured dream. He tempered his breathing as he sat up and half-crawled, half-dragged himself through the mud to the nearest tree, leaning back into its shadow with a groan. Sleep had quite suddenly become his best mate, cooing most sweetly to him, though he refused to close his swollen eyes for fear of its consequences. He massaged his side instead, hoping his fall outside Brymshire was only bruising, not broken ribs. He couldn’t afford such a detriment, not this nightfall, though he couldn’t deny drawing breath grew progressively more difficult. Damned body, his throbbing mind complained as he scanned what little of the forest that could be fathomed through the vaporous snowfall.

      Eventually, he fixated on a misshapen silhouette standing idle in the westerly distance, and he squinted and craned his neck forward to better define its profile. It’s just your imagination, Remy. Its form appeared human in contour, but it did not move. It remained unnaturally still. Your shit-rubbish overactive-imagination. Perhaps it was just an oddly shaped tree, he decided after a full minute of gawking, unwilling to cater to his burgeoning state of delirium. Of course, that was it. It had to be. It was only his fear and fatigue playing tricks. Nothing was truly there. Nothing at all.

      Old Ones, prophets, star maidens, Vael Mother, anyone, any bloody last one of you, I beseech you all, find me, protect me, love me, guide me free…

      Crunch…crunch…crunch….

      He halted in his prayer, and his orbs grew wide as dinner saucers. There could be no doubting it now. He held his breath and turned an ear eastward. Ensuing movement from the direction of Brymshire drew his attention thus, and he reflexively began to shimmy his aching body back up the tree until he reestablished his footing, using Gray’s sword as a makeshift crutch. Once upright again, he stepped away from the tree with a rigid shuffle and shifted his watchman’s blade to the ready as he awkwardly shambled away from his pursuer’s footsteps. Quicker movement from the north had him spinning a feverish circle, but nothing could be identified or confirmed through the infernal fog.

      Just ignore it, old boy. Rally on. Put one foot before the other. A thousand steps more. The gods favor you, remember. Do not stop. Do not look back.

      Crunch…crunch…crunch….

      “Bastard!” Remy screamed to his lungs’ capacity, nearly at his wit’s end with the games. “Come out and get yours, you foul piece of shit.”

      Crunch…crunch…crunch….

      The movement was so close now he felt as though he could reach out and touch the vile culprit. Damn this fog. He aimed his blade in the movement’s direction.

      Crunch…crunch…crunch….

      This time he had the fucker. He whirled around, quick as his battered body would allow, and finally unveiled the owners, though to his surprise, he did not find before him a pack of blighters. Instead, he found a most unexpected sight, a doe and its young fawn. How queer, Remy mused, for he would have thought such flighty beasts would have long since fled this place given the heightened state of tumult. With obsidian orbs, they both stood perfectly still watching their wearied guest with an equal measure of curiosity, the fawn cowering behind her mother’s hind legs.

      Remy lowered his sword in relief and couldn’t help but chuckle to himself despite everything. It was perhaps the most beautiful occurrence he had ever beheld. As natural as was its participants, the scene itself seemed wholly unnatural, eerie and misplaced—haunting even, especially considering the otherworldly ambiance just beyond the wood, though the watchman could not in the least deny its wonderment. How could such beauty exist within such ghastly chaos? He took a gentle step forward, lost madly to the moment, and found himself reaching a hand out toward the doe as his emotions began to well.

      “Hey,” he said in a cold-clouded whisper, taking a second silent step toward the skittish creatures, then a third. He held his hand out flat, palm upward as he approached, the unequivocal vision of tranquility, and suddenly everything appeared to transpire in slowed motion.

      The experience was surreal. The doe allowed Remy to graze the side of her neck without bucking off. Its fur was soft if not a mite bumpy from scratches and bites. Mayhaps it too had born witness to some of the horrid events of this nightfall. Mayhaps to it, Remy represented some manner of normalcy just as its own presence did for him. It was quite amazing how certain beings, even those that typically do not associate, could band together in times of peril. The fawn, however, remained timidly behind her mother, her frail legs frightfully awobble.

      “Hey, sweetheart,” Remy said to the little one as he traced the thin layer of fur atop the mother doe’s side one last time. “It’s all right, little one. It’s all right.” He reached down toward the fawn. “I’m safe. I won’t hurt—”

      “FOOL!”

      The shout echoed across the dark expanse, dashing the delicate moment, and with the insult, all of the horrors of Brymshire returned to his psyche once more.

      “Behind you,” the voice bade.

      Roused from his delirium, Remy hesitated but for a moment in his instruction before whirling about as a ghoul emerged from the mists. He lifted his arm just in time to fend it from biting down upon his shoulder. It caught his forearm instead, breaking its front teeth upon his iron vambrace, one of the few pieces of armor he had not yet discarded. All because he couldn’t get the damned buckles unfastened earlier. Fortune sure had a funny way of showing her support.

      The deer bounded away as he spun in their direction with the blighter’s momentum, pressing forward with all the might his depleted frame would offer, jostling the creature through the pall of fog until a redwood appeared. He rushed the fiend into it as hard as he could and used its unbalanced footing to swing it back around him to the forest floor.

      A second blighter made an attempt to ambush him from his blind spot, but an arrow took it clean through a milky-white eye, slowing its hobbled movements. Remy watched in horror as a bright sapphire scourge began to burn through the blighter’s bloodstream from the arrow’s entry point, boiling its withered veins from the inside out.

      He recognized this man by his attire and build to be Aric Orinson. He was a logger, a family man, and a seemingly decent sort Remy had met a few days back whilst scouting the town perimeter with Wade. Now is not the time for sentimentality, he carped, as he watched the poor bastard struggle against the poison shredding through its insides. Remy kicked the sprawling creature in the chest as it clawed frantically at its melting aspect, causing it to stumble backward blind and defenseless, and as it faltered, Remy stalked mercilessly forward, spinning the hilt of his blade to gain impetus. With every ounce of adrenaline left to him, Remy slashed at the fresh abomination with a titan’s fury severing Aric’s smoldering head from its torso.

      In confluence with the strike, Remy turned swift on his heel back toward the first ghoul, ready to be done with it all, but to his alarm found it being torn apart by the largest wolf he had ever beheld. Hrathgon’s horror, it rivaled a grizzly in size, and in mere seconds, it gamely made of its victim an unrecognizable puddle of pulp and bones. Remy found himself frozen, caught somewhere between shock and sickness, as the great beast shifted its attentions upon him with fangs bared.

      His guts nearly dropped from his ass.

      “Broenwjar, thae quolo,” the voice said from the mists, and the beast reluctantly concealed its fangs and came to heel, thereafter licking at its bloodied paws with indifference.

      Remy collapsed to his knees at that and closed his eyes, wholly spent. If the beast deemed it so, he was a defenseless repast to be sure.

      His thoughts pounded like a kettledrum, and his chest burned like a hearth. Dehydration had made of his tongue a doorstop, and the ache returned thus to his every joint and muscle. The parts of his body that were not numbed from the cold and overexertion had become stiff as the trees. Just an hour of rest and he would be fine, he told himself. He could at least maintain. Just one hour of repair and he might just make Palatia yet.

      The sound of something hitting the ground and tumbling into his knee rescued him from the realm of his enveloping stupor, and his eyes cracked open to find a water-skin. The gods are good indeed. He hadn’t a clue which one forged his favor this nightfall, but they would have the whole of his love from this moment onward. Remy fought through the fever to retrieve it, and his cold-gnarled fingers fumbled pathetically with the cap. Eventually, by the mercy of Myrenna, he coerced it off and shakily held the spout to his dried lips, sucking it down gulp by succulent gulp. Half of it poured down the front of his tunic, but he could not have cared less. Water had never tasted so wonderful. After all of this, he would never take her fount for granted ever again.

      Footsteps approached from behind, and Remy glanced sidelong at the approaching figure. By the long, pointy ears, he discovered his savior to be y’deman. It was quite plain really despite his weariness, though Remy thought it more than a little odd that he sported the weaponry of the Ashaeydir Guard, the militia responsible for Y’dema’s occupation and subsequent usurpation. Yet there they were. The fashion was unmistakable. Like no other upon the moon of Vaelsyntheria. The longer of the two curved, single-edged swords dangled inside a thin, black sheath upon his right hip. Remy knew its make to be named a mae’chii. And at the small of his back, no doubt nestled a second shorter blade of similar design named a sy’chii.

      The y’deman appeared quite tall, gaunt, and uncharacteristically tanned for one of such a fair race. Remy rather thought the man appeared how he presently felt, which is to say well-worn and thoroughly beaten. Scars in varying widths and lengths crisscrossed painfully about his hardboiled countenance. There was a particularly nasty one that ate deep into the bridge of his nose, leaving a jagged blackened line across it and permanent bruises to fester about his darkly eyes. A long, braided ponytail of silver-gold fell against a thatched quiver and patchwork cloak. His tunic was faded and dirt-stained, his breeches frayed and hand-stitched, and his boots were threadbare and bandaged with ratty linens about the ankles. It was woodland attire to be sure, and far more rustic than any fashion Remy had ever beheld on a y’deman. Before this fell night, he had only ever observed their lot in bright, gaudy robes, shiny silken sashes, and unnecessarily lavish headpieces. Though he supposed most of the y’deman folk he had met before were royals and aristocrats, not huntsman as this fellow apparently was.

      “Cheers,” Remy managed with a rasp. The cold combined with his fatigue made his vocal cords quite uncooperative.

      “We should be safe for a spell,” the y’deman said in a strange accent of the common tongue. “You did well to survive the sortie,” he continued as he scouted around the skirmish.

      “Brymshire was no mere sortie,” Remy said, perturbed. “Her sacking was an outright slaughter. Survivors be damned.”

      The y’deman turned back to him with a grim expression, his many facial scars stretching and enflaming with each twinge of movement.

      Remy had never had such trouble at looking a man properly before. “They were commanded by a lichlord. I saw it with mine own eyes.”

      The y’deman’s brow furrowed at that. “Baulrick Tamberyn, he’s named. A real treat, that one.”

      “You mean to say you actually know this miscreation?”

      The y’deman grunted something of a response as he removed his arrow from the mound of seared flesh and bone that was formerly Aric Orinson’s head.

      “I say, what was that arrow laced with? I’ve never seen anything quite like it before.”

      “Charonisk,” the y’deman said. “Chandii magic. It boils blood tainted by the nether.” The y’deman rested his bow against a tree and fumbled with something in his travel sack. “What’s your name, lad?”

      Remy squinted at the y’deman. True, the man may have saved his life, but something in his gut told him not to trust him outright. “Wade,” he found himself saying, “Liam Wade.” He doubted the poor dead bastard would mind. If anything, he should count it as a bloody honor. “And you are?”

      “Elsymir Beldroth.”

      Remy seemed to remember something of the Beldroth name from summits past, but he couldn’t define the memory past its whispers. He wanted to say it was typically given with disapproving connotations, but in all fairness, much of what the fae nobility discussed, ever drunk in their posh coffers, carried with it a puffed-up, condemning tone.

      Beldroth retrieved a book from his travel sack and grimaced in disgust at its spectacle. “If I gathered properly, you are in route to Palatia, yes?”

      “Seems so,” Remy said, nursing his tender side as he labored back up to his feet.

      “Hold,” the y’deman whispered, leering in the direction of Brymshire, and instantly Remy’s heart clawed up inside his throat again. “It would seem we are freshly short of time for pleasantries, Mister Wade.”

      “What is it?”

      Beldroth was silent, listening intently before responding. “I cannot say for sure just now, but whatever it is, there are at least three or four. And they are moving much too quickly to be blighters.” He turned to the beast. “Broenwjar thae vasjte.” The wolf immediately reacted, padding a circle about the clearing, lifting its snout high into the air, before disappearing into the unseen mists. “Could be wolld. Could be worse.”

      “Wolld? You can’t be serious.” Nothing was worse than the wildkin, Remy groused, bloody primitive savages.

      Beldroth offered him the strange black book from the travel sack. It was near as hideous as its owner, its rutted leather jacket bound heavily in twine and chains. “You must take this to Palatia,” the y’deman ordered. “There you needst seek a woman named Tarboril.”

      “Pass,” Remy said, shifting away from the archer. He wanted as little to do with this odd fellow as possible and even less to do with the wretched book. He may not be a giftborn, but he could certainly recognize a grimoire when he saw one. And where there was a grimoire, his Uncle Rho would say, there was undoubtedly a bout of trouble.

      “Do you want to survive the night, boy?” Beldroth said sternly. “Don’t be a bloody foolhard.”

      “Are you threatening me?” Remy’s chin rose quite high just then, a lingering habit from his days amongst the nobility. “Do you have any idea who you are speaking to?”

      “Threatening you? Trust it true, lad, if you have trusted anything in all of your days, if I wanted your life, I could have taken it with the greatest of ease. I could have had you clean from a league’s passing or perhaps allowed the beast to dine on a fresher feast. Old Boy would have liked that. He rather prefers the living to the dead, if you must know. That is, if the blighters hadn’t made a meal of you first. No, lad, what I am offering you is a deal. A deal that you would be most wise to accept if you could remove your head from beneath your pampered arse for long enough to hear it out.”

      Remy could not believe the gall of this vagrant. This ugly mongrel was indeed quite rude. One would think a man of such repugnance would strive to offer a decent personality, in the least a measure of proper social etiquette. But he was no longer inside the kingdom courts, now was he? And he was no longer atop the throne. A choice made of his own volition, he reminded himself. He could not speak to folk so harshly out here else he might find a red smile for the lecture. Out here social etiquette meant absolutely fuck all. Out here his name was just as rubbish as the next fellow’s. He was no different than the lowliest of beggars and needed to remain mindful of such dealings. Out here, this y’deman dog was by all accounts his equal, unsightly or no. Thusly Remy bit his tongue to the man’s affront.

      “As far as I can tell, your right ankle is hobbled, you’ve more than likely broken some ribs, the gods only know what else, and that big, purple knot on your head screams of concussion. Without my help, you won’t long outlast your pursuers this night, of that I can guarantee.”

      Remy glowered at the bastard from beneath his brow.

      “However, I can hold them off. I can give you the time you need to reach Palatia if you can see to this one chore within her gates. It’s really quite simple.”

      Nothing within the courtly kingdoms was ever quite simple. Truly this fellow must believe me the Vael’s greatest simp. “If it’s so bloody simple why not leave me here to the rot and do it yourself then?” A fair question, Remy thought, though he certainly could have approached it with less attitude, considering.

      Beldroth beset him with a wolfish grin. It was a most off-putting guise and not at all the response the watchman expected. “I have my reasons, lad, just as you have yours for abandoning your duties to Brymshire.”

      “Abandoning my duties? How dare you. You know nothing of what I’ve been through.”

      “I know more than you think.”

      “Believe what you will, fae-fallen. You know nothing about me.”

      Beldroth smiled wider at that. It was without question the ugliest smile Remy had ever beheld. “Fae-fallen. Gods be good, it’s been a spell since I’ve heard the tale. Brymshire was a winless battle, yes. I will grant you that, lad. Take solace in this. As far as I’m concerned, you made the right decision. Sometimes it is braver to run after all. I can appreciate that about you, Mister Wade. You have prudence.”

      Prudence? I have prudence? Truly this fellow’s insolence knows no bounds.

      “A lost art this day and age, I woefully declare. You would do well to hold on to that. There are far too many would-be heroes about puffing their chests out to this little quibble and that one, needlessly risking their lives, and for what? For Valor? Honor? Wealth?” He sucked his teeth at the notion. “A pox on all three I say. You are a survivor, Mister Wade. You have survived much tragedy in fact, terrible circumstances. I can sense this about you. As such you have become mistrustful yet quite clever all the same. Too clever by half some might name you. Certainly clever enough to recognize the cruel reality we are now trussed to. You are desperate, Mister Wade, yet take no offense, so am I—most desperate, I humbly confess. So why not help each other away from this desperation? Why not do yourself the favor, Mister Wade? Make the rest of this nightmare a bit more bearable? You say you are in route to Palatia anyway. What have you to lose from such a simple undertaking?”

      “Farador’s folly, fine. Give me the ruddy thing then,” Remy grumbled, if only to stay the man’s preaching.

      “Ah, yes, I knew you to be the agreeable sort, Mister Wade. You have my gratitude. However, a bit of warning. In the interest of fairness. Should you stray from the task, should you break the deal in any way, trust I will know. I know a great many things, mind you. And knowing these great many things as I do, trust it true, I will find you. I will hunt you like a dog hunts the pheasant. And you will not like the consequences that follow.”

      “I said I would do it, didn’t I?” Remy countered. “I’m good for my word, wretch. There is no more need for such intimidations.”

      “So you say.” Beldroth studied the watchman with speculation. “Find Tarboril,” he began where he had left off prior. “Tell her the Eld are risen.”

      “The Eld?”

      “She will understand what this means. Though she may not understand why a lowly watchman knows of such affairs. If she or her brother give you any trouble say to them these words: dweir ta ka’le du alé rinza. Tell her this and you will have her ear. What you do with it in the after is your own stone to shoulder.”

      A howl of misery echoed forth from the not too distant darkness, and Beldroth pressed the book into Remy’s chest.

      “We are out of time. Tell no one else of the book,” Beldroth said as he swiftly retrieved his bow and nocked an arrow to it. “And do not open it, Mister Wade. No matter what you may hear or what you might see. Never expose her pages to the woken world. Do you understand?”

      “And what exactly might I see?” Remy asked curiously. Not exactly the words one wants to hear after agreeing to such a dodgy task.

      “Let us hope you do not find out,” Beldroth said, a mad fury seething behind his dark, sunken orbs. “Make sure it stays closed,” he reiterated once more for good measure, and then he too was lost to the mists.

      Remy Lanier did not once look back as he limped onward from tree to tree in the opposite direction, toward Palatia. Not even when he heard the din of battle break the silence whence he had come. Not even when he heard the shrieks of the dying return to the night. And certainly not when he began to hear the shuffling of footsteps yet again in the not too far away distance. It was always something, he thought, as he hobbled forward, right leg, dragging then left, always something indeed.
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      Aiden choked awake, his icy blues bursting open with all the uncontrollable fear of a night terror as a cramp rippled down the span of his right leg, twisting, burning, constricting, tearing, and finally settling thereabouts his calf. He jerked up quick, rubbing at it with a masseur’s fury in the hopes of putting a swift end to the bastard’s wrench, kneading deep and firm, back and forth, and gradually the pain subsided, as did the excitement from his dream’s horror. Mercifully, neither one had been too terribly cruel this time.

      Relieved of its ache, he fell back upon his pillow with a groan and violently yanked the blanket back over his head. “Fuuuuuuck.” Hadn’t even left the bed and it was already shaping up to be a bare minimum kind of day. At least, the mother of all hangovers had found him some bit of company this morning. His nose curled up in disgust a moment later as the stale reek of smoke and piss-rate booze fouled his nostrils. Nothing quite like waking up to the stench of the night before. He threw the blanket off him in disgust, eased his legs to the side of the study table serving as his makeshift bed, scratched at the ever-festering scar etched across the left side of his abdomen, and took a swig from a wine bottle that had been resting sideways upon the stones below. The breakfast of champions. After a quick stretch and pop of the knees, he grabbed a shirt from the top of his clothes pile, smelled it, and pulled it over his head. He had certainly done worse. “Come along, love,” he said, swiping up the wine bottle by her neck as he made for the great hall of Withers.

      “Someone’s up with the birds,” Calem commented indifferently from behind a tower of parchment and tomes stacked high atop the ever-cluttered registry desk.

      “And they crow evermore for my wakeful lament, don’t they?” Aiden mumbled as he plopped down in the chair next to his colleague.

      “Fresh with the Tetherow bullshit already, hunh?”

      “You can stow your animosity toward the man, dear brother. I’m well acquainted with your feelings on the matter.” Aiden took another swallow from the wine bottle.

      “Animosity?” Calem scoffed. “I wouldn’t dare squander such a precious emotion on that two-bit pretentious tosspot, and quite frankly, I’m offended you thought I might.”

      “Capitol. Offend, offend. There’s nothing quite like a good insult to start the day off proper.”

      “In other news, it would seem the bluecoats have found another body washed ashore.” The mid-conversation shift in topics was not at all an uncommon occurrence with Calem. “It was another student. Evandrea Amersly, a third cycle. Apparently, she had gone missing last week around Manafell.”

      “Did you know her?”

      “Not really. Evidently Penny shared a course with her last semester, but that’s all she said about it. Some are already naming it the return of Baulrick Tamberyn.”

      Aiden shook his head as he downed another mouthful. He had grown quite weary of the cliff-side dropper stories over the past few weeks. It was such a sour nutrient for his already sour mood. If there was any one notion the archivist despised in the vast litany of concepts indulged by modern civilization, it was that of false empowerment, and if any one soul presently embodied such a despicable figure, it was most certainly that of the serial murderer known about the university as The Bayside Butcher.

      “Folk are ever eager for a fresh bit of bullshite, aren’t they?” Aiden quibbled.

      “Aye, though say what you will of the publishing houses, scaremongering sells.”

      “Fucking halfwits, the lot. I daresay we are living in the age of the lotus-eater, aren’t we?”

      “Preaching to the chorus, mate.”

      “Baulrick the Bloodseeker was put to the pyre for his crimes. His body was doused with Eldn fire. The ‘fuck you, you’re dead, and there’s no coming back from my ass’ Eldn fire. There are yet still living witnesses that can attest to the burning for gods’ sakes. Besides even if we completely tossed logic out the window and permitted the idea of some mad gravedancer’s resurrection spell, these fresh murders are wholly incongruent with Tamberyn’s pattern. His kills were premeditated…deliberate…ritualistic. He had a specific agenda in stow and specific victims. Whereas this latest killer’s exploits seem to be entirely at random as far as I can tell. Furthermore, there were never any accounts of Tamberyn dismembering folk and dropping their body parts into the ocean that I can recall.”

      “Inspector Ashborough, ladies and gentleman.”

      The archivist unfurled a middle finger.

      “Bit early for a nightcap then, wouldn’t you say?” Calem commented. “Most folk would settle for a bit of coffee at this hour, yeah.”

      Aiden shrugged and took another sip. “And those folk can keep their nasty sludge water I say. Besides, I think her kiss rather suits me. Hair of the dog and all that.”

      “You mean to say it suits your ever-burgeoning state of apathy.”

      “Aww,” Aiden brushed his long, straggly hair out of his face, smiled gormlessly, and batted his eyelashes, “you do still notice me.”

      “By your malodorous stench mostly. Mayhaps a bath is in order, yeah? You do recall what a bath is, right?”

      Aiden sighed with a theatrical wind. “Fine brother, your cruel words have coerced it from mine lips. Drink or no, it was bound to escape one way or another I reckon. Besides knowing Caitie and Penny and Penny’s unceasing gossip-tongue, I’m quite sure she has already blathered.”

      “Such is the true splendor of the opposite gender I’m afraid.”

      “Fuck all. What would you have me say, Cal? Part of me knows I should just bloody well end it. But I made a mistake. The biggest mistake of all, mind you. I allowed myself to become too familiar, too comfortable, too true. Plainly said, I’ve put in too much time to escape our past unscarred now. I know how she works. I know her intimately, every maddening detail, and she the same of me. I know her reactions. I know what pisses her off. What she loves. What she hides. And I think there is something to be said for that echelon of connection, nay, that echelon of dedication. It deserves more than a mere discarding and replacement. And yes, I know it has run its course thrice over now, and you’ve heard the tale a thousand times before…”

      “Well, that’s being generous,” Calem mumbled.

      “But sadly, pathetically, tragically, all the other bloody -lys, I love her still in my own little starry-eyed, mad-capped convolution. I know it’s a fool’s charade, but I don’t wish her away from my life. I fear I’m not ready for that leap yet. Gods’ breath, it hasn’t even been a full three cycles and here I remember not long ago her seductive voice whispering to mine ear of tender tidings, childbearing, and a country cottage in Cedar Falls near her beloved cousin Emilie. Now that night seems a dozen lifetimes ago. And yet still I quiver to entertain the thought of losing her completely.”

      Calem notched his quill and pushed the wire-rimmed glasses back up the bridge of his nose, attending the daily emotional summit that had become his best mate.

      “But, all the same, this nightmare cannot persist for the sake of my sanity’s frail nature. Oi, it’s all just confounding, confounding and pitiless, and I’m absolutely spent frittering my mind within its labyrinth of masochistic cruelties. I know all relationships take work, I know they’re a learning process, but should they all be this impossibly complex and strenuous?”

      What a demented digression, he thought. Had he truly become so morose? Still playing at love’s young dream? Still woefully hopeful? Reduced to scant more than a pining, dithering tomfool? More often than not he scoffed at knobends of the like. Fucking useless, he carped. How had it bloody come to this?
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names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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