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‘It’s true that I no longer require the services of Rixidenteron, lord of Pastinas Manor. Or perhaps I should say the soon-to-be former lord of Pastinas Manor.’ Merivale sighed, as if mourning the passing of his nobility. Then she flashed that brilliant smile of hers. ‘But I do require the services of a certain thief and scoundrel who sometimes goes by the unlikely name of Red.’


‘Oh?’ Red was surprised by how thrillingly the idea struck him.


‘I will sneak you out of Stonepeak, past imperial soldiers and biomancers, and get you safe passage to New Laven,’ said Merivale.


‘And in return?’ Red knew her well enough to know there was always a price.


‘You will find these two women, Bleak Hope and Brigga Lin, that worry our enemies so much. You will warn them of the Vinchen that are hunting them, and recruit them to our cause. Preferably before Ammon Set puts his new plan into action.’
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PART ONE






My fellow brothers strive to avoid doubt. They think doubt makes them weak. They do not understand that doubt is the beginning of true understanding, and therefore true strength.


– from the private journal of Hurlo the Cunning
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They say he spawned from the blackness of night itself, and that he oozes in and out of the dark like he was part of it.’


Old Turnel the mason put down his tankard of ale, wiped the foam from his bushy mustache, and fixed the other three wags at the table with a knowing look. They all nodded into their own tankards. They’d heard similar things.


The Wheelhouse Tavern was crowded that night, as it had been nearly every night the last few weeks. Folks in Stonepeak didn’t feel safe lately, so it was natural for them to gather. And yet they couldn’t stop talking about the thing that filled them with such dread.


‘Someone told me that he makes no sounds and has no mouth,’ said Mash the ink maker.


‘No, I heard he had three mouths,’ disagreed Trina the cobbler. ‘One mouth spits acid, one spits poison, and one screams so loud, it makes your ears bleed.’


‘I seen some of his handiwork myself, and them poor gafs weren’t burned or poisoned or anything like that,’ said Old Turnel. ‘Every last one of them had the life choked out of ’em, but without no finger marks on their necks.’


The people had given this new killer the nickname Stonepeak Strangler. His victims had been turning up every night, from Artisan Way all the way down to the docks. Not just men and women, but children, too. That Shadow Demon from a few months back had been bad enough. But he’d always targeted dissidents and troublemakers. This Stonepeak Strangler seemed to have no motive or pattern, and he was all the scarier for that. Parents had started keeping their children indoors at night, and even the mildest mollies carried a knife with them when they were about town. Over the course of the last month or so, the capital city of the Empire of Storms had become gripped in a fear that seemed very close to boiling over into citywide panic.


‘I heard he can’t abide the sun, though,’ said Mash. ‘That’s something, ain’t it?’


‘If it’s true,’ said Trina.


‘My tom heard a funny thing down at the docks,’ said Hooper, the dressmaker. He was a quiet wag, but greatly respected by the others as the most successful among them. He’d even made dresses for Lady Hempist and Archlady Bashim, two of the most fashionable nobles in the empire. ‘You know that old warehouse along the west bank of Trader’s Fork?’


‘The one slowly falling in on itself these past ten years?’ asked Trina.


‘That’s the one,’ said Hooper. ‘Anyway, my tom was down there bartering with Jacklow the fisherman. You know him?’


‘He’s my cousin!’ Mash said, always eager to impress Hooper any way he could.


Hooper gave the youngest member of their group a steady look, then said, ‘Be that as it may, my tom and I have known Jacklow to be a truthy wag who always speaks crystal. And he said someone’s been lurking down in that warehouse for the last month or so. Someone who ain’t entirely … natural.’


‘That’s about the same time these killings started,’ observed Old Turnel.


Hooper nodded gravely as he drank from his tankard.


‘How does he know someone unnatural’s been lurking?’ asked Trina. ‘He seen ’em?’


Hooper shook his head. ‘He only hears him, just around sunset, crying and moaning like some kind of beastly thing. Happens nearly every night, he said.’


Mash shuddered. ‘Like to give me nightmares, we keep talking in this direction.’


‘Don’t be a ponce,’ said Hooper.


Mash turned to Trina with an appealing look. ‘Don’t you think so, Trin? This one’s even worse than that Shadow Demon.’


Before Trina could reply, a new voice cut in:


‘You think so?’


The speaker sat at the next table over, leaning back in his chair, his arms crossed. He wore the fine jacket and cravat of a lord, which made him a little out of place in the Wheelhouse. But even stranger, he wore glasses that were tinted so dark, they hid his eyes. ‘And who would win in a fight, do you think?’


The artisans all looked at each other.


‘Between the Strangler and the Shadow Demon?’ asked Hooper.


‘Personally, my money would be on the Demon,’ said the newcomer.


‘Why would they fight?’ asked Mash.


‘Like as not, they’d be in league,’ agreed Trina.


The newcomer shrugged. ‘I suppose that’s possible.’


‘But see now,’ said Old Turnel, finger and thumb rubbing his mustache thoughtfully. ‘They could be competing, you know. For territory.’


‘Could be,’ said the newcomer. ‘Or maybe they’d fight because the Shadow Demon wants to make amends for his past crimes.’


They all looked at each other again.


‘Ain’t seen you around here, stranger,’ said Old Turnel finally. ‘You got a name?’


The man grinned. ‘You can call me Red.’


Red went down to the docks the next evening. The sky had that peculiar gold color of twilight that made things seem not quite real as he walked past small, one-masted sloops being loaded or unloaded. He wore the soft gray clothes the biomancers had given him when they’d forced him to be the Shadow Demon. His lacy clothes would have stood out in the dockyards, and if he ran into trouble, they would have hindered his movements.


He’d always considered the docks of Paradise Circle big, with over twenty piers, and upward of fifty ships coming and going at any given time. But the docks of Stonepeak stretched all the way down the Burness River from the heart of the city, through the remains of the Thunder Gate, to the coast. There were even piers built up on some of the larger tributaries that fed into the Burness. And where the Burness met the sea, docks stretched for miles along the southern coast. All told, there were nearly eighty piers and over a hundred warehouses. Red couldn’t even guess the number of ships that came and went.


Thankfully, Trader’s Fork was one of the smaller tributaries, mainly used as a trading post between artisans for items unrelated to the needs of the nobility. That meant it wasn’t well policed, or nearly as crowded. It was, Red decided, a perfect place for a monster to hide. Red hoped that Jacklow the fisherman had been right about hearing something ‘unnatural’ coming from the abandoned warehouse. Lady Hempist had assigned the mission to him weeks ago, and this was his first promising lead.


He made his way along the riverbank, skirting the people still working on the docks. There were more than he’d expected this close to sunset, and that worried him a little. Merivale had made it crystal that this mission was to be carried out unobtrusively, like a proper spy mission should be. He wasn’t supposed to draw any unnecessary attention or increase the panic of a city already on edge. He also had to hide his identity by wearing a gray scarf over the lower half of his face. Apparently, it wouldn’t do if anyone recognized the lord of Pastinas Manor out hunting monsters. At first it had seemed silly to keep his mouth and nose covered, yet leave his eyes visible. They were by far his most distinguishing trait. But Merivale had pointed out that, as Lord Pastinas, he was hardly ever seen without his tinted glasses, so most people didn’t even know his eyes were red.


Red finally reached the warehouse around sunset. That cobbler hadn’t been exaggerating when she said the place was collapsing. Most of the roof was gone, and the walls were beginning to cave in on one another. There were two entrances. One at the riverbank, where goods had likely once been loaded into the warehouse from boats. The other entrance was on the opposite side, where those same items might have been loaded onto wagons for transport into the city. Given the fact that all of the victims had been inland, Red decided to approach from the landward entrance, cutting off the escape route that led directly to innocent people.


Red had been trying to construct an image of what this creature might look like in his mind, but the various descriptions he’d heard had all been so conflicting, he still had no idea what he would find inside. The only thing he was fairly certain of was that it had been made by a biomancer, with their usual lack of compassion or basic decency.


As he drew closer to the warehouse, he heard an unsettling keening sound from inside. It was somewhere between the cry of a child and the whine of a wounded animal.


He saw a large window above the entrance. The glass had already been broken, and he decided it would be a little better than just walking in through the door. He climbed up the wall, his heightened sense of touch allowing his fingers and soft-shoed toes to find any crack or ledge that would help his ascent.


He perched on the window ledge and surveyed the inside of the warehouse. His red, catlike eyes worked especially well in the dim light. It was a large, open space cluttered with rusted boating equipment, coils of rotting rope, and chunks of roofing that had already fallen. There were windows near the ceiling that let in the last faint rays of sun, drenching everything in crimson.


The painful cries came from beneath an upturned rowboat by the wall. There was enough space under that boat to allow for a fairly large creature, but whatever it was would have to flip the boat over to get out. That would leave it vulnerable for a moment, giving Red the perfect moment to strike. So he settled in to wait.


It wasn’t the most comfortable thing, perched up there on that ledge. He had to shake his legs several times to keep the circulation going. And when the last rays of sunlight did finally disappear, the boat didn’t flip at all. Instead, Red watched with sick fascination as something pale and veiny oozed out through the small gap between the boat and the floor. It spread across the wooden floorboards like a lumpy pool of flesh, only occasionally pushing the edge of the boat up as one of the larger chunks passed through.


Once it was completely free of the boat, Red realized that it wasn’t a blob or pool exactly. There was a shape to it. A human shape. But it was malleable, as if all the bones had been turned soft and pliable. This person lay on their belly, drooping and heavy, arms and legs bowing out to the sides like rubbery insect legs. Then Red saw the mashed-in face.


‘Brackson?’


Red remembered Progul Bon casually mentioning that Deadface Drem’s old lieutenant had been punished after prematurely revealing Red’s vulnerability to high-pitched sounds. Red had assumed it was something terrible, but even so, he hadn’t expected them to keep him alive afterward.


The thing that used to be Brackson turned sluggishly when Red called out his name. Instead of walking, or even crawling, the creature had to squirm and undulate across the floor like some kind of human-octopus hybrid. With such a soft rib cage, the weight of his own flesh must be pressing down on his innards. Red guessed it had to hurt like all hells. And the way Brackson’s head sagged to one side like a deflated pastry suggested his brain wasn’t getting much protection either.


‘Brackson, can you speak?’ Red had always hated Brackson. But nobody deserved this. He pulled down his scarf to show his face. ‘Do you recognize me?’


Brackson made a grunt that didn’t sound particularly friendly. His mouth flapped around. Maybe he was trying to speak, but his jaw was too soft to form the words.


‘Listen. I know we ain’t ever been wags, but what’s been done to you is plain wrong. Let me help you.’ He had no idea how, but he knew the prince and the empress. There had to be something he could do.


Brackson shuffle-slithered toward the door like he was ignoring Red. Or maybe there’d been so much brain damage, he didn’t understand. Either way, he seemed intent on getting out of the warehouse, probably back into town where he could mindlessly strangle anyone he came across with his rubbery arms.


Red sighed and pulled his scarf back up. ‘I should’ve known you wouldn’t make things easy for me even now.’ He jumped down from the windowsill, blocking Brackson’s exit. ‘Sorry, old pot. Your murder spree ends tonight.’


Brackson’s rubbery face stretched into something that might have been a frown, and he gave a low, gurgling growl.


Red drew a throwing blade in each hand. Brackson paused when he saw the gleaming steel and scrunched back into himself.


‘There, now,’ said Red. ‘You may not understand much, but you still know danger when you see it. Maybe we can settle this peacefully after all.’


Brackson scrunched even farther into himself. Then he shot forward like a spring, slamming into Red’s chest and knocking him over.


Brackson trampled over him, and would have escaped, but Red plunged one of his blades into the creature’s soft shoulder and used it as leverage to get on the creature’s back as it passed him. He then stabbed his second blade into the other shoulder and held on tight. He was grateful he still wore his leather fingerless gloves, or the blades might have cut right through his palms.


Brackson made a warbling sound of protest and took off faster than Red thought possible. It was a strange sort of lurching gait in which Brackson compressed himself, then shot forward, his rubbery arms and legs scrabbling at anything in reach for additional purchase. By this point, Red’s plan was to put a blade or two in Brackson’s soft skull, but at their current frantic, uneven speed, he’d get thrown if he let go of even one of the blades planted in the creature’s shoulders. For the moment, it was all he could do just to hang on.


Red and his unwilling ride smashed right through the rickety door and down the wagon path toward town. Town was the last place Red wanted this to go, so he leaned hard on the blades in Brackson’s shoulders, steering them in a wide arc through tall grass back toward the docks along the west bank of Trader’s Fork. Brackson had some trouble moving in the grass, and Red thought he was about to get his opening. But before he could take advantage of it, they reached the docks. Brackson’s rubbery fingers and toes hooked on to the widely spaced planks of wood, and the pair lurched forward with even greater speed.


‘Clear the way!’ yelled Red as they neared a group of dockhands unloading something from a small sloop that, at this hour, was probably smuggled goods.


The dockhands dodged to the side, and Brackson smashed through the crates, sending the fine pink powder of coral spice into the air.


‘No loss there,’ muttered Red. He still held a grudge against the drug that had claimed his mother and nearly killed him as an infant. He was sentimental that way.


The dockhands stared incredulously as the bizarre pair raced past them. The dock stretched along the banks of Trader’s Fork for a quarter mile or so. Red saw that there were four or five other groups of workers ahead of them, all blocking the way. He had to end this before every drug runner in Stonepeak saw it. It was time for some risky, and possibly ostentatious, acrobatics.


Red jerked his blades out of Brackson’s shoulders and jumped straight up. In midair, he threw the blades, which both sank into the base of Brackson’s soft skull. Red landed on the dock, rolling to cushion the impact. Still sprawled on the dock, he looked up in time to see the lifeless monstrosity carried forward by momentum into another stack of crates on the dock. The angry shouts of the workers quickly turned to yelps of alarm when they saw what it was that had knocked over their cargo.


Red staggered to his feet, hurried over, and shoved Brackson’s body off the edge of the dock into the water, where it quickly sank out of sight.


A proper spy probably would have slipped away right then, silent and mysterious. Well, a proper spy probably wouldn’t have allowed themselves to get into this mess in the first place. But seeing as how he was already in the muck of it, Red couldn’t resist a little flourish.


‘Well, my wags,’ he said to the smugglers, his red eyes gleaming in the moonlight above his gray mask. ‘I think that about takes care of your Stonepeak Strangler problem!’


He gave them a quick bow, and ran off, his laughter trailing into the night.


‘You certainly have a curious idea of what it means to keep a low profile,’ said Lady Merivale Hempist.


She and Red were in her apartments, which were impeccably neat and minimal to the point of austere. She sat at her glass table, delicately dismantling and eating a roast quail. Despite her cool demeanor and steely gaze, there was a lush allure to Lady Hempist that Red could never quite ignore. It didn’t help that she always favored gowns that showed off her extremely inviting cleavage.


‘My lady, I’m sure I don’t know what you’re referring to,’ he said airily as he slouched nearby in a upholstered chair, one leg hooked on the arm.


He idly swirled the last bit of red wine in his glass and then drank it. Merivale really had the best wine. It was one of the things that made these debriefings bearable. He had enjoyed Lady Hempist’s company so much back when she was pretending to woo him. Now that she was his boss, she seemed less inclined to appreciate his humor. He knew this was the real Merivale. A brilliant tactician and spy with an almost frightening lack of empathy. He was one of the few people in the world who got to see her true self, and more often than not, he was in awe of her. But she certainly was less fun now.


‘I’m speaking about your little performance on the docks last night, of course,’ she said.


‘Performance?’ he asked innocently.


‘It’s the talk of every tavern in the southern half of the city.’


‘It was probably a rather heroic sight to behold,’ he admitted. ‘But it couldn’t be helped.’


Merivale patted her lips with her napkin. ‘Heroic. Yes. That reminds me, there is also a rather surprising rumor making the rounds that the person who killed the Stonepeak Strangler is none other than the Shadow Demon.’


‘How strange.’ Red ran his finger around the lip of his wineglass so it gave a light hum.


‘Apparently,’ continued Merivale, ‘people are saying he wishes to make amends to the good people of Stonepeak. I can’t imagine where they might have gotten such an idea.’


Red flashed his most benign smile. ‘The imaginations of the common folk certainly are vivid, aren’t they.’


She gazed at him for a moment, then stood up from the table, walked over to a nearby window, and looked out into the bright, cloudless blue. ‘You have a great many talents, my Lord Pastinas. But I am coming to believe that spying is not one of them.’


‘Maybe I would be better suited to leading the search for Bleak Hope.’ He said it lightly, as if it had not been the topic of several heated conversations in the past.


‘I told you, it’s being handled,’ said Merivale. ‘Right now, we have more pressing concerns.’


‘Oh?’


‘Your lack of discretion notwithstanding, I’m deeply concerned by this latest act of the biomancers. Sending you out to kill predetermined targets as the Shadow Demon was one thing. But releasing a mindless creature to wreak havoc on the general populace?’


‘It does seem reckless,’ said Red. ‘Not something Progul Bon would have done.’


‘Exactly,’ said Merivale. ‘As much as we all loathed Bon, I worry that he was a restraining influence on the other biomancers.’


‘They were restrained before?’


‘Bon’s death has clearly altered their strategy. This creature is not the only indication. They have also apparently decided to allow the emperor to begin treaty negotiations with Ambassador Omnipora.’


‘That is surprising,’ agreed Red.


‘I want to know why this sudden change of policy,’ said Merivale. ‘I also want to know what their plans are concerning this new alliance with the Vinchen.’


‘I’ve been trying to get them to open up to me during training sessions, but they’re a slippery bunch,’ said Red.


She turned from the window to look at him. ‘I think it’s time to utilize your unique connection to them in a more … direct manner.’


‘Merivale, you know as well as I do that if I start pushing too aggressively, it could completely destroy that connection. If they figure out that I’m no longer at their beck and call, it’s all over.’


‘I am willing to take that risk,’ said Merivale.


‘You’re that worried?’


‘Do you know the last time the biomancers and Vinchen worked together?’ she asked quietly.


‘The time of the Dark Mage,’ Red said.


‘Yes,’ said Merivale. ‘And centuries later, we are still recovering from that cataclysmic event. If something on a similar scale erupted now … it’s entirely possible the empire wouldn’t survive.’


Red stared at his empty wineglass for a moment, then looked at her. ‘What do you need me to do?’


That night, Red sat in his apartments and painted. He’d been doing it regularly since he got back from Lesser Basheta. Whenever he felt the darkness within him begin to rise up inside like a tide, painting helped drain away the excess. Not that he really thought he’d lose control of himself again. But it was an unpleasant feeling, and Red was generally the sort of wag who liked to feel sunny, even when bad things were happening. He’d never seen a whole lot of point in brooding.


‘Drown it all, but that’s a frightening creature!’ Prince Leston peered over Red’s shoulder at the painting.


The prince had a tendency to come and go as he pleased. Red was fine with that, because it meant he could do the same. And the prince had better food and drink, so it generally worked in Red’s favor. Besides, the casual ease of it reminded him of simpler times when he and Filler shared an apartment.


‘Don’t you like it, Your Highness?’ Red asked as he continued to work on the painting of Brackson emerging from under the boat. He’d thrown aside his jacket and cravat and now worked with his shirtsleeves rolled up.


‘It’s very well done,’ Leston said quickly. ‘But generally speaking, people paint pleasant things, like flowers, or scenery.’


‘Of course,’ said Red. ‘Those people want to sell their paintings, so they paint things people want to look at. But I don’t plan to sell any of my paintings, so I don’t have to worry about what other people want to see. I just paint for myself.’


Leston pulled a stool over and stared at the picture of Brackson.


‘But why would you want to paint such an unpleasant image?’ he asked.


‘If I can get it on the canvas properly,’ said Red, ‘then it doesn’t feel quite so stuck in my head.’


Leston was quiet for a moment. ‘It must be a great and terrible thing to be an artist.’


‘Oh, come on, my wag. I’m sure being prince has its moments.’ Then Red’s expression grew serious and he put his paintbrush down. ‘Listen, I may have to … go away for a little while.’


‘What do you mean go away? Leave the palace?’


‘Leave Stonepeak altogether. I’ve got to do something that could get me in a lot of trouble. Like as not, I won’t be too welcome around here for a while.’


Or ever again, but he didn’t say that.


Leston frowned. ‘Lady Hempist is putting you on another assignment already? Something even worse?’


‘The one she hired me for in the first place, I reckon.’


‘Something to do with the biomancers?’ He shook his head. ‘It’s too dangerous. I forbid it.’


‘Sorry, Leston,’ said Red. ‘This is something that must be done. And the order comes from Her Imperial Majesty, so it outranks you.’


‘What about Hope?’ Leston gave him a pleading look. ‘Didn’t you strike a bargain with the biomancers that they wouldn’t harm her as long as you remained here?’


‘Yeah, and they wiggled out of that one by having the Vinchen go after her instead. So even though they technically kept their word, the bargain is as good as broken to me.’


‘But can’t someone else do this?’


‘I’m the only one who can get close enough.’


‘But …’ The prince’s face creased with frustration. ‘After everything you’ve already gone through …’


In all Red’s life, with all the crazy things he’d dreamed about, he would never have imagined he’d one day become friends with the heir to the imperial throne. And what surprised him even more was how much he truly liked the wag. Sure, the prince was sheltered beyond reason, entitled beyond bearing, and spoiled beyond belief. Yet, somehow, he was still a good person.


Red squeezed the prince’s shoulder. ‘Thanks, old pot. I’m glad somebody agrees with me. But it doesn’t change a thing.’


‘So … when are you leaving?’ Leston looked heartbroken. Red was painfully aware that he was the prince’s only true friend.


‘Tomorrow, most likely.’


‘Are you going to say good-bye to Nea?’


Red gave the prince a wry smile. Even after several months, things between him and Nea were still distant. He didn’t blame her, of course. Biomancer control or not, it was understandable that she might not want to be around the person who nearly killed her. But Nea was not some poncey coward, and Red wondered if she might have also learned that Red was working as a spy for Merivale. If that was the case, her avoidance was more political than personal. In a way, he hoped that was it, because he rather liked the ambassador of Aukbontar.


Regardless, she was the ambassador of a foreign country, and absolutely didn’t need to get wind of something this sensitive.


‘You know what,’ he said at last. ‘Could you do it for me, Your Highness? I’d appreciate that. But not until after tomorrow.’


The next morning, Red stood alone in his small sitting room and stared at the furniture. It was really nice furniture. There were two chairs and a love seat. The frames were made from the fine dark wood exported from Merivale’s island of Lesser Basheta. The wood had been smoothed and stained until it gleamed almost like glass. Both the seat and back were upholstered with a soft, silken fabric of a dark midnight blue from the island of Fashlament, where, according to Merivale, it came out in threads from the asses of worms. Or maybe she had been joking. It was hard to tell with her sometimes. That was one of the reasons he liked her.


Beside the chairs was a rectangular glass tabletop set in a fine wrought iron frame with little seashell shapes etched into the corners. A silk runner stretched from one end of the table to the other. It was decorated with images of seabirds and fish, and Red had always wondered whether it was supposed to be flying fish, or underwater birds.


Not that Red was complaining. About any of it. He’d never had such fine furniture in his sitting room before. Hells, he’d never even had a sitting room before. And he expected it was unlikely he ever would again.


He sighed and brushed some nonexistent dust from the back of one of the chairs.


‘Well, it was nice while it lasted.’


‘What was that, my lord?’ asked Hume as he walked past with a stack of clean bed linens in his hands.


‘I wouldn’t bother changing the linens, Humey, old pot,’ Red said cheerfully. ‘I won’t be sleeping in that bed tonight. Or any night after, most likely.’


Hume turned to him, his iron-gray ponytail perfectly in place, his posture erect. Only a few folds in his forehead suggested he was genuinely worried. Red had been trying his damnedest over the last year to shake him, and there was a certain rightness that this is what did it.


‘My lord?’ Hume asked carefully.


‘You were good to me, Hume,’ said Red. ‘A pissing angel, really. Better than I deserved. To be perfectly honest, as much of a show as I made about not needing you, I’m going to miss you.’


‘If I may say so, my lord, your words have a certain … finality to them.’


Red gave him a wan smile. ‘Merivale needs to know what the biomancers are up to. I’ve always fancied myself a silk talker, but I’ve been trying for months to wheedle something out of them without success. Those cock-dribbles are better at keeping secrets than the owner of the Slice of Heaven in Paradise Circle. And let me tell you, that’s saying something.’


‘I am familiar with the person you are referring to,’ Hume said dryly.


Red’s eyes lit up. ‘See now? What a shame I’m only finding out now that you and Mo were once wags. Ah well. Anyway, Merivale needs results, and it’s my job to get them.’


‘You are about to do something rash, aren’t you, my lord,’ Hume said gravely.


Red grinned. ‘Humey, my wag, it’s what I do best.’


He was fond of dramatic exits, so with that, he turned and headed for the door.


‘One question, my lord,’ said Hume.


Red paused and turned back to him.


‘What would you like me to do with these?’ Hume pointed to the stack of paintings leaning against the wall.


‘Whatever you want, Hume. I paint to keep myself myself. I don’t need them after that.’


‘Perhaps I should give them to Mr. Thoriston Baggelworthy of Hollow Falls? He seems particularly appreciative of the Pastinas inclination toward the arts.’


‘Only if you sell them to him for an outrageous sum of money and buy yourself something nice with it,’ said Red.


A thin smile curled up at the corners of Hume’s mouth. ‘As you wish, my lord.’
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She hadn’t been to the island of Bleak Hope since she was eight years old. And yet, somehow, it felt as though she had never left.


She had been named after this place so that she’d never forget it, or the terrible events that occurred there. Perhaps the idea had worked too well, because she had not only remembered, but carried the burden of the island’s fate all these years.


That was why she returned now. To lay down that burden. Maybe then she could find new direction and purpose.


As the island came into view, she didn’t sail straight for the dock. Instead, she guided her small boat along the barren coastline until she saw the rocks she used to climb on as a little girl. It was high tide, so she steered carefully between the jagged black boulders until she reached the waterline. She hauled her boat up onto the shore, then sat on the small prow. She pushed back the hood of her black robe, and waited.


She watched attentively as the tide gradually revealed the base of the rocks. She had been doing this a lot lately: watching the slow processes of nature. Sunsets and sunrises, the movements of clouds across the sky. Once she had even watched ice melt. There was something about the steady but unstoppable flow of these things she sought to understand. In his journal, Hurlo remarked that he used examples in nature as a means to elevate his mind. After all, what could be more elevated than a sunrise?


When she first began the practice of observing these slow processes of nature, it had felt tedious. So much time spent watching something that she couldn’t even perceive was changing from one moment to the next. But she forced herself to continue observing the movements of the sun, the moon, the tides, and anything else she thought might help her to understand … something. She couldn’t say what, exactly.


She had continued to watch these natural processes every day, week after week, month after month. Gradually, she lost her impatience and began to truly see their movements. She adapted her perceptions to fit the event she was observing. Words like slow and fast lost much of their meaning for her when she was in that state. Time became elastic, and perception became unique to the individual moment.


So now she watched the tide reveal what lay at the base of the rocks as if it were the flourish of a magician performing a trick.


She smiled as she caught herself, even after all these years, scanning the rocky sand eagerly for sea glass. Her pulse sped up when she caught sight of a piece, but she didn’t immediately run to it. Instead she stood up and slowly walked over, enjoying the delayed gratification even as her hand longed to touch it.


She knelt down and picked it up. This one was not red or blue or green, but colorless. She held the small opaque triangle in her hand and rubbed it with her thumb, enjoying the satin feel of it.


Colorless. Uninflected. Perhaps it was a sign. Or a reminder.


She slipped the sea glass into the deep pocket of her robe. Then she pulled the hood back over her head and turned toward the ruins of her village. As she walked, the tall grass didn’t seem as tall as it did when she’d been a girl.


When she reached the village, she found that it had remained undisturbed by human hand. The sign of biomancery was still planted on the dock, and that was enough to keep people away. Her home had been left to slowly, quietly dissolve from the wind, rain, and snow. Among the burnt-out husks of buildings, several walls had collapsed. A few others now housed nests for seagulls. And yet, even so changed, the sight of it brought back memories so vividly, it was as if she were looking at two images superimposed on each other. Then, and now. Living, and dead.


She walked slowly down the village’s one dirt road. With only twenty buildings in total, it wasn’t long before she reached the mass grave at the far end that she had dug for her people. Strangely, it was the only thing that seemed bigger than she remembered. She marveled that she had been able to do such a task alone, small as she’d been. Of course, it had taken her a long time, and throughout it all, she hadn’t been able to truly comprehend the enormity of what she was doing. She’d only known it needed to be done.


She looked at the mass grave now and comprehended it completely. How could someone kill this many people? She knew the answer to that question, because she had done it herself. Few set out simply to massacre, but through their arrogance and entitlement, through their rigid adherence to ideals or ideology, they did so because they truly believed that the sacrifice was worth it. Teltho Kan had been developing a weapon that he believed would save the whole empire. Fifty lives must have seemed a paltry cost. Perhaps he had even talked of the ‘greater good,’ just as she had when she led all those people to their deaths against the biomancer Progul Bon, the Jackal Lord Vikma Bruea, and their army of the dead.


But sacrificing lives to save lives was no longer a solution she could accept. There had to be another way. In the end, Hurlo had believed that as well. He hadn’t been able to find that new way, and perhaps neither would she. But if she had to die while searching for the solution, she couldn’t think of any cause more worthy.


She turned away from the graveyard and walked back through the village. She looked into the broken huts as she went, curious to see what remained. Mostly it was plates and cups, pots and tools. Some rotting clothes and a few moldering dolls. She went into her own hut and found her trunk of treasures. The wood was blackened from fire set by the imperial soldiers, but the contents, mostly shells and bones, remained undamaged. She considered taking a few, but when she picked up one of the shells, it felt impossibly heavy. She reminded herself that she was here to lay down burdens, not pick up new ones.


The home of Shamka, the village elder, was the biggest and sturdiest. It had survived better than the other buildings. Even the roof, sheets of overlapping slate, was intact. She had never been allowed into his home when she was a child, so she found herself unable to resist taking a peek now.


His accommodations of an iron-frame bed and feathered mattress were far from luxurious, but had probably been the envy of everyone else in the village. No books, of course. No one in her village had been able to read. But there was a finely crafted table and cabinet made from a wood that she was certain didn’t grow on the island.


She surveyed this ‘opulence’ with wry amusement until two items on the top shelf of the cabinet caught her attention. The first was a small hand sickle. The blade was etched with what appeared to be lettering of some kind, although the language was unfamiliar to her. Next to the sickle was a painted wooden mask with a pointed snout decorated with real animal whiskers and sharp canine teeth. Was it a wolf or a dog?


She picked up the mask and examined it carefully.


Or no, perhaps it was a jackal.


She’d planned on returning to the monastery at Galemoor once she had finished with Bleak Hope. But the objects she discovered in Shamka’s hut seemed to lend credence to Vikma Bruea’s claim that the people of the Southern Isles shared a direct connection with the Jackal Lords and necromancy. And therefore with the hundreds of girls who had been murdered on Dawn’s Light.


It was an idea that had haunted her in the months since their confrontation, but she’d been unable to find any evidence. She’d checked the library on Galemoor, which was the second largest in the empire. But the only thing she had found was a crumbling scroll that contained a rather poetic account of the forming of the empire. It spoke of ‘angels’ with golden hair from another world who helped Cremalton unite the islands. But it didn’t say how they had helped, or what happened to them after. They seemed little more than a footnote in the history of the empire. She couldn’t even be sure those golden-haired people were connected to the Jackal Lords or the people of the Southern Isles.


She knew there might be information about the origin of the Jackal Lords at the library on Stonepeak, but that was the last place in the empire she wanted to go right now. Progul Bon had claimed that Red was ‘so changed’ that she wouldn’t be able to recognize him. Since biomancers didn’t lie she knew that his words were true. After losing Filler, Sadie, and, in a manner of speaking, Nettles, she didn’t think she could endure seeing Red so perverted by biomancery.


It was cowardly, of course. To avoid facing the evidence that she had failed Red. But if her other recent failures had taught her nothing else, it was to know her limits, emotional as well as physical. And while the Jackal Lord’s claim of kinship had troubled her, it hadn’t seemed so pressing that it warranted a voyage across the entire empire to the one island she dreaded to visit.


But the evidence she found in Shamka’s hut brought new urgency to the idea. The sickle looked like the one held by Vikma Bruea when he slit the throats of those innocent girls on Dawn’s Light, and the more she examined the wooden mask, the more it seemed apparent to her that it was a jackal.


Perhaps libraries weren’t the place to look. After all, the people of the Southern Isles were mostly illiterate. Maybe instead she needed to talk to her kinsmen. So rather than return to Galemoor, she continued east to the neighboring island of Gull’s Cry.


It was summer, so the ice was broken up enough for her to reach the island within a few days. She tied up her boat at the small dock and walked the short way to the village. She felt like she was in a dream as she looked around, because it was almost exactly like her own village, except alive. People wore the plain, rough cloth she remembered so clearly from her childhood. Many of them worked next to their mud and stone huts, smoking fish or boiling strips of whale blubber for oil.


People looked at her with their guarded blue or green eyes. Their faces were etched with the hard life of the Southern Isles, made all the more prominent by the gray sand that found its way into every line and crevice of their pale faces. While she looked like one of them in some ways, her black robe and mechanical hand clearly set her apart. Moreover, in a village this small, it would be unusual to see anyone you hadn’t grown up with.


She stopped in front of a hut where an older woman sat in the open doorway mending a fishing net.


‘Excuse me. My name is Hope. May I ask where I can find your elder?’


The woman looked up at her with rheumy eyes, her fingers never stopping their work. ‘That’ll be Maltch, young miss. What do you need with him?’


‘I’m from the next island over,’ said Hope. ‘And I wanted to ask him a question about the history of our people.’


‘Next island over, eh?’ Her old fingers continued their work, surprisingly nimble considering how knotted they looked. Her expression gave nothing away. ‘In which direction?’


‘West of here.’


‘That so?’ She looked back down at her work, her expression still unchanging. After a moment she said, ‘I reckon you ain’t got your own elder to ask anymore, then.’


‘No,’ agreed Hope. ‘I don’t.’


‘Didn’t think there were any survivors.’


‘Just me,’ said Hope.


The woman continued to work in silence for a few moments. ‘Maltch is down the way. Third to last on the right. Can’t miss it. Biggest home in Gull’s Cry.’


‘Thank you.’ Hope turned and began walking in the direction the woman had indicated.


‘Used to see the folk of Bleak Hope once a year,’ called the woman.


Hope paused and turned back to her.


The woman’s face was slightly more creased than before as she examined her work. ‘We’d hold a festival at the end of the summer before the waters got impassable, the two villages coming together for one great big celebration.’ She looked up at Hope, and maybe her expression softened just a little. ‘Your people are missed.’


The woman went back to her work, but Hope stood and watched her for a little while longer. In her head, the massacre of her village had always been something that had happened in isolation. Something no one else had noticed or cared about. The idea that the people of her humble village had been missed, even just by the people of the neighboring humble village, had never crossed her mind before. Now the notion of it left her stunned and oddly grateful. It was several minutes before she finally turned and continued on to Maltch’s home.


This elder’s house was much like Shamka’s, with far more stone than mud, and a roof that clearly wouldn’t leak even in the harshest weather. She knocked on the thick door with her clamp, realizing belatedly that the sound of metal striking wood might sound alarming to the inhabitant.


It took a few moments, but the door slowly opened, and an old man eyed her warily.


‘I come from the village of Bleak Hope, and I have a question about the history of our people.’


He looked at her awhile, as if he was taking in what she said and what she looked like, trying to find some way for it all to make sense. He stared longest at the metal clamp she had for a hand.


Finally, he said, ‘Bleak Hope, huh?’


‘Yes.’


‘What you been doing all this time?’


‘Surviving.’


The loose, wrinkled skin on the corners of his mouth and eyes creased into something that might have been a smile. ‘What’s your question?’


She pulled the makeshift sling bag from her shoulder and opened it to show him the sickle and mask.


‘What are these?’


He stared at those two items even longer than he had stared at her.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said finally. ‘The only person I can tell is the one taking my place. Nobody else. Not even if they’re from Bleak Hope.’


Now it was her turn to stare at him. He hadn’t even tried to feign ignorance. He knew something. She was certain she could force it out of him. The impulse was there. A blade to his throat would get him to talk quickly enough. Or merely slam him against the door frame a few times.


But that was not how she wanted to do things anymore.


‘I thought we were a simple people, without secrets or pretensions,’ she said.


His eyes stayed on hers, unflinching and cold. ‘That what you thought?’


She tried a different tack. ‘I have some gold …’ She reached for the pouch at her waist.


‘And what do you expect someone would do with imperial coins way down here?’


His voice dripped with scorn, and rightfully so. Hope should have known better. This wasn’t downtown New Laven, after all. People around here bartered and traded. Money wasn’t any use in the Southern Isles.


‘Sorry …’ she said awkwardly. ‘I’m just—’


‘I don’t know what you’ve had to do to survive the fate of your island. I expect it wasn’t pleasant,’ he said. ‘But that don’t give you special rights. We all suffer. That’s just how it is. Now you best go on back to wherever you came from.’


He turned and began closing the door.


Again the impulse toward violence surged through her. One quick blow to the stomach would make him much more pliable. But she swallowed her anger and impatience. Instead she asked, ‘Is the answer so shameful?’


He stopped in the doorway, his back to her. He didn’t respond except to take a slow breath. The wet, gurgling sound made Hope wonder how much time he had left, and if he’d found his successor yet. Someone to burden with whatever this terrible knowledge was.


‘I’ll tell you this,’ he said finally. ‘You might find what you’re looking for on Height of Lay.’


‘Height of Lay?’ That was the name of the island where Vikma Bruea had told her the Jackal Lords had been exiled.


‘Head east from here,’ said Maltch. ‘When you get to an island with nothing to the south but ice, and nothing to the east but water, you’re there.’


‘What will I find?’


‘Maybe nothing. Maybe more than you wanted. Either way, you best get going. Summer’s almost over, and once the dark season sets in, nobody gets on or off that godforsaken place.’ He glanced back over his shoulder and eyed the sickle and mask in her sling bag. ‘And cover those up. Show them to no one else on this island. Understand?’


Hope nodded wordlessly. She understood one thing, at least. It was that shameful.


Height of Lay was the most inhospitable island Hope had ever seen. It looked like a small mountain range rising up from the water. She couldn’t see any level terrain. The only foliage appeared to be the coarse brambles that clung stubbornly to the rocks. How could anyone live there?


She found a tiny spit of gray beach for her boat. Then she looked for the shortest peak, and began her ascent. She climbed without stopping that whole day, but her clamp slowed her down, so she was only halfway up by sunset. She rested that night on a small bit of cold rock that jutted out from the cliff.


When she woke the next morning, her black robes were covered with frost. Her limbs were stiff when she started to climb again, but they loosened as the exertion warmed her. She reached the snow line near midday, and shortly after that reached the summit. Taller peaks continued to stretch up on either side, but now she could see that there was a valley in the center of the island that cut nearly down to sea level. The valley was sheltered from the wind, but open to the sun. As she began her descent, the air warmed noticeably.


The valley floor was thick with dark green vegetation. She scanned for any sign of habitation as she waded through the knee-high grass. There was a simple beauty to the valley, with yellow, purple, and white wildflowers sprouting from small trees, and hard red berries glistening on bushes. Hope suspected that in the winter, it was just as harsh and unforgiving as the rest of the Southern Isles, but here in the summer months, it seemed like a hidden paradise. If this was where the Jackal Lords had been exiled, they could have been sent to worse places.


After walking for about an hour, she saw a large cave opening in the cliff face along the eastern boundary of the valley. The same unfamiliar letters that were on the sickle had been carved into the rock around the cave entrance. That might have captured her attention, except there was something even more interesting underneath.


Or rather, some one.


A boy of about five or six sat in the grass in front of the cave entrance. His bare, pale legs stuck out beneath a rough gray smock as he sat cross-legged. His feet were covered by thick black boots that seemed almost comically large for him. His shaggy hair was an eerie bone-white, paler even than the typical blond hair of someone from the Southern Isles. His head was bowed, so she couldn’t see his face. He held something small and dark in his lap, and he hummed to himself in a cheerful but somehow disconcerting voice.


Hope approached slowly so as not to alarm the boy. As she got closer, she noticed that the object in the boy’s lap was a dead bird. She also caught a glint of metal in the grass next to him, perhaps a knife or other hunting tool.


She had assumed the bird was dead because it had been so still in his hands. But suddenly it began to move. The boy laughed delightedly as he released it up into the sky. He leaned back on his hands and smiled up at the bird as it circled overhead. Strangely, the bird only continued to fly around in a circle, its head tilted at an unnatural angle.


‘Who are you?’ the boy asked in a chirping voice. There was a feral, almost deranged quality in the way he grinned fixedly at her. Now that she was closer, she saw that his bare arms and legs were covered in thin pink scars, as if he had been cut countless times. Perhaps by Vikma Bruea? Was this the Jackal Lord’s son, or a victim of his cruelty?


She drew back her hood and regarded him for a moment. ‘You can call me Hope, if you like.’


He pointed a finger at her. ‘You are a girl!’


She nodded.


He kept his finger pointed at her. ‘Then you are not my lord. He is a boy.’ He seemed very pleased with his deduction.


‘What’s your name?’ she asked as she stepped closer.


‘I am called Uter.’ Then his expression became pleading. ‘Will you be my friend?’


‘Perhaps,’ she said.


‘Hooray!’


With unexpected speed, he grabbed the blade that lay in the grass next to him. It looked like the same small sickle she’d seen before. Still smiling, he lunged forward and took a swipe at her throat. She leaned back, avoiding the curved edge.


For a moment, he looked surprised that she’d avoided his attack. Then his face curled into a pout.


‘I thought you were going to be my friend!’ He came at her with a rapid series of swings, the blade hissing in the cold air.


‘I never promised I would.’ She calmly dodged each slash but did not retaliate. ‘And anyway, how can we be friends if I’m dead?’


‘Silly, that’s how we become friends.’


She continued to avoid his attacks as she thought about that for a moment. ‘What if I know a better way to be friends?’


He abruptly stopped. His eyes narrowed suspiciously. ‘What better way?’


‘Why don’t you explain the way you know, and I’ll explain the way I know, and then we’ll decide together which is better.’


His manic grin returned. ‘Like a contest?’


‘Sure,’ agreed Hope.


‘Okay, great!’ He plopped back down on the ground, his big boots splayed out in front of him as he negligently dropped his sickle back in the grass. ‘My way is to kill them, then bring them back to life. When I do that, they always do what I say.’


Hope looked up at the bird wheeling overhead. ‘Is that what you did with the bird?’


‘You bet!’ He lay back into the grass, stretching out his arms and legs, and stared up at the bird.


‘It certainly seems effective,’ admitted Hope.


‘So I win?’ He reached for his sickle.


‘You have to listen to my way first.’


‘Right!’ He dropped his sickle back into the grass, rolled onto his stomach, and stared up at her, propping his chin up with his hands. ‘Your turn!’


‘Here is my way of making friends,’ said Hope. ‘I do nice things for you, and you do nice things for me.’


Uter continued to gaze up at her for several moments, until he realized that was all she had to say. Then his eyes widened. ‘That’s it?’


‘That’s it.’


‘And … when does it end?’


‘As long as we keep doing nice things for each other, it never has to end.’


‘You mean your friendship is forever?’


‘It can be.’


He let his head drop to the ground. ‘Fine,’ he said into the dirt. ‘You win.’


‘Your way doesn’t last that long, I take it?’


He shook his head, his forehead still pressed into the dirt. Without looking up, he pointed unerringly at the bird, his finger following its slow circle. ‘Just watch. It’s almost over.’


Hope watched the bird make a few more rounds. Then it suddenly dropped out of the sky, lifeless once again.


‘Is it difficult to make it alive again?’


‘Nah.’


‘I thought it took days, and the body needed to be treated with various chemicals.’


He lifted his head up, smiling once again. There was a large smear of dirt on his ghostly white forehead. ‘That’s the normal way. But I have a special way.’


‘A special way?’


‘Yes. Because I’ve been wighted!’


‘Wighted?’


‘I’ll show you.’ He snatched up his sickle, held it between his clenched teeth, and scrambled across the grass on all fours to the dead bird. He sat down cross-legged again and placed the bird in his lap. He sliced open his palm with the sickle, then tossed the blade to the side. He held his now-bleeding palm over the bird, letting the blood drip on its open beak and eyes. Then he stared down at the bird, smiling with anticipation.


After a moment, the bird shook itself and once again flew into the air.


‘I can do it as many times as I like,’ he told Hope. ‘But the body keeps rotting, so after a while they can’t move, and that’s no fun.’


‘Did Vikma Bruea teach you how to do that?’


He leaned forward eagerly. ‘You know my lord? When is he coming back?’


‘He isn’t coming back,’ Hope said quietly. ‘I killed him.’


‘You killed him?’ He didn’t look upset by the news. If anything, he looked impressed. ‘Nobody has ever killed the lord before! I tried five times!’ He held up one hand, the fingers splayed out. ‘Five! And it never worked!’


‘Was … Vikma Bruea your father?’ asked Hope.


‘Father?’ Uter didn’t seem to understand what the word meant.


‘Was he your parent?’


‘Oh, I don’t have parents. Because I’ve been wighted.’


‘What does that mean? To be wighted?’ she asked.


He looked confused. ‘It means me.’


‘I see.’ Although, really, all she saw was that the boy didn’t know what it meant either, and didn’t appear to comprehend the larger ramifications of his ability.


The boy had lost interest in their conversation and was now pulling out long strands of grass and braiding them together, humming eerily to himself again. Hope watched him for a little while, wondering what she should do. It was abundantly clear that the boy was damaged in some way and, despite his youth, might already be beyond repair.


She looked down at her clamp. Being irreparably damaged was something they had in common. And she had killed his only guardian. Perhaps, in a way, that made him her responsibility. It didn’t seem right to leave him here alone. He might be able to survive by foraging and hunting, but he seemed desperate for friendship. He needed to be among other humans.


Maltch was the one who had sent her here. Perhaps he knew what wighting was. Perhaps he could be a mentor to the boy as well. Gull’s Cry was not luxurious by any means, but there was a community there that Uter would most likely benefit from.


‘Uter?’


‘Yes?’ He didn’t look at her, and instead kept his eyes on the braid of grass he was weaving.


‘Would you like it if I took you away from here? To live with other people?’


‘More people?’ He leapt to his feet and squinted hard at her. ‘You mean it?’


‘I do.’


His face widened into a big smile. ‘So many friends!’


Then he capered across the grass, jumping, summersaulting, cartwheeling, and beheading wildflowers with his sickle as he went.


‘I think we’ll leave the sickle behind, though,’ she said.
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Red had no idea how many times he’d stood in this shooting range far beneath the palace in the biomancers’ underground lair. How many times he’d loaded this revolver. How many times he’d hit the bull’s-eye at the far end. How many times the biomancer Chiffet Mek was still able to find some small criticism. He’d never even thought about counting before. It was funny how the knowledge that this was the last time held a certain bittersweet tang on his tongue, even for this.


‘You’re still compensating slightly with your left hand when you pull the trigger,’ Mek said in his rusty voice as he stood in his habitual spot ten feet behind Red’s right shoulder.


Over time, the biomancer had become less and less concerned with hiding his face in the deep shadow of his white hooded robe. Now Red could clearly see the strange bits of metal that poked out here and there, and the strands of wire that laced through patches of the biomancer’s skin. It looked like it hurt like all hells, but Chiffet Mek never gave any indication of it. Maybe it didn’t actually hurt. Or maybe Mek was so accustomed to living in constant pain, he was no longer aware of it. Red had come to understand the biomancers to some degree during his captivity. They were cruel to everyone around them, but first and foremost, they were cruelest to themselves. The entire order was built around that premise. In some ways, it reminded Red of the Vinchen, with their punishing self-discipline. But where the Vinchen used that masochism to hone themselves into weapons, the biomancers used it to turn themselves into monsters. Red used to think one was better than the other, but after seeing Racklock and his followers, he realized that it really just depended on how the ‘Vinchen weapons’ were used. Now that they were being wielded by the monsters, he wondered if anything could stand in their way. After all, together they had united an empire, then centuries later vanquished a near-omnipotent tyrant.


‘Are you even listening to me?’ demanded Chiffet Mek.


‘I don’t know why you even care, now that you’ve got the Vinchen at your beck and call,’ Red said offhandedly as he continued to load his gun.


Mek paused for a moment. Poor gaf. Of the three biomancers who had taken charge of him, Mek was the least skilled at talking clever. Progul Bon had been the best, by far, but according to Merivale, Bon had been slain by Hope at Dawn’s Light. Ammon Set had a tendency to talk a lot, but did it in circles, with at least half his words used to obscure meaning instead of providing it. Mek spoke little, and Red suspected it was because he didn’t trust himself to keep all the secrets. It didn’t help that biomancers couldn’t lie.


‘Which Vinchen are you referring to?’ asked Chiffet Mek finally.


‘Come off it, old pot. You and I were both there when Racklock and his wags came strolling into the council chamber.’ Red still kept his tone light, but he had just crossed the line, and now there was no turning back.


‘How could you remember …’ began Mek. Then his bloodshot eyes widened. ‘You’ve broken Bon’s control!’


‘And such a shame he’s no longer alive, or he’d have noticed months ago.’ Red turned and fired four shots: one into each of Chiffet Mek’s shoulders and one into each of his knees.


Mek fell back into the stone wall behind him, and slid to the ground. He couldn’t stand or lift his arms, but he didn’t cry out from the pain. Instead, he glared up at Red.


‘After everything we’ve taught you, you ungrateful street trash.’


‘Oh, sorry, I was supposed to be thankful that you tried to turn me into your own personal murder puppet?’


‘In time, you would have been truly great,’ said Mek with a ferocity that suggested he honestly believed what he said. ‘With our guidance, you could have become something the world had never seen before. A warrior of the future. Something the empire sorely needs as we plummet headlong toward chaos and war for the first time in centuries. But apparently you have chosen to remain just another smartmouthed criminal who cares nothing for the empire that has always protected him from the darkness that exists beyond its borders.’


‘You mean Aukbontar? At least they don’t torture and mutilate their own people.’


‘If you think Aukbontar wants peace, you’re a fool. They want to dominate us. Use us. If we give them a foothold, it will be the end of the empire as we know it.’


‘Maybe that’s not such a bad thing,’ Red said quietly.


Mek’s eyes widened. ‘Treason!’


‘An empire that no longer looks after its people is about due for a change anyway.’


Red looked down at his gun. He’d learned from Merivale that the only reason the empire had revolving pistols was because Chiffet Mek had obtained an Aukbontaren model and reverse engineered a biomancery-based version of it. That single advancement had allowed the imperial police to dominate the lower classes of New Laven in a way previously impossible. Those same revolvers had enabled Deadface Drem to capture Paradise Circle and turn it into a laboratory for the biomancers. God only knew how many other terrible things had come from it. And therefore from Chiffet Mek.


He pointed the gun at Mek’s head. ‘Now, let’s talk about why you’re suddenly letting the emperor negotiate with the ambassador. What’s the new strategy?’


‘Threatening to kill me is not a very smart way to get me to talk,’ said Chiffet Mek.


‘I don’t have as much experience in tormenting people, so I’ll defer to your judgment.’ Red shot Chiffet Mek’s foot. ‘Now, are you ready to tell me?’


Mek’s face didn’t change, but a harsh grunt escaped his throat. ‘You’ll still kill me anyway, so what does it matter.’


‘That’s where you’re wrong, old pot. I prefer not to murder defenseless people. Even when they’re complete cock-dribbles. Call it my sensitive artistic nature.’ Then he shot Mek’s other foot. ‘Not that sensitive, though, I guess.’


Another grunt escaped Chiffet Mek’s throat, but he continued to glare up at Red.


‘Looks like we’ll be at this awhile,’ said Red. ‘I better reload.’ He turned back to the small table that held the powder cartridge and bullets. As he worked, he said, ‘I can’t stop thinking of all the people I’ve seen biomancers kill. There was Thorn Billy. I think that was my first time seeing it all the way through. And then all those poor wags when we stormed the Three Cups. There was also that sailor Hope knew. And then those imps you turned into beasts to attack Hope and Brigga Lin. I know you’re not personally responsible for every one of those horrible deaths. It’s probably not fair to take it all out on you. But as a professional gambler, the first thing you learn is that life is anything but fair.’


He turned back to Chiffet Mek with his loaded gun. The biomancer was sweating, his chest rising and falling with harsh pants. No doubt the blood loss and accumulated pain was taking its toll.


‘Ready to tell me why you’ve changed your mind about letting the emperor negotiate with the ambassador? No? Where next, then, I wonder.’ Red pointed the gun between Mek’s legs and watched the biomancer’s eyes go wide. ‘Just kidding, old pot. What kind of a tom do you think I am, shooting a man’s cock off? Some things just aren’t done. Maybe one of the hands.’


The moment he pointed his gun at Chiffet Mek’s closed fist, the biomancer’s face crumpled. ‘Wait! I’ll tell you!’


Red wondered why he was more protective of hand than cock, but he wasn’t going to miss the opportunity. ‘Okay, why, then?’


‘It was Bon! He was the one who managed the emperor.’


‘So he did to His Majesty what he did to me?’


‘Not exactly, but the same general idea.’


‘I would almost be flattered, if it hadn’t been so pissing awful,’ said Red. ‘Okay, so you’re telling me you’ve actually lost direct control of the emperor?’


‘Yes,’ admitted Mek.


‘So your old plan is out. But obviously you’re not just going to give up and let Nea negotiate with the emperor. Not with all those terrible warnings from the Dark Mage burned into your addled brains. I need to know the new plan.’


Chiffet Mek glared at him and said nothing.


Red slowly moved his gun back and forth. ‘Which hand would you rather I take first?’ he asked. ‘I guess it depends on whether you favor your left or your right. If I remember correctly, you typically use your right.’ He pulled back the hammer on his gun and aimed it at Mek’s right fist. ‘So let’s go with this one.’


‘Fine! We do have a plan!’


‘And it is?’ Red pressed the barrel to the back of Mek’s fist.


‘Ammon Set will make the ultimate sacrifice, and he will be forever revered for it,’ Mek said quietly.


Then Chiffet Mek suddenly rotated his hand, opened his fist, and grabbed the barrel of the gun. Red released it just as the weapon began to wilt and liquefy. Mek was able to raise his hands high enough to touch his knees, and they healed instantly. Mek smiled grimly at Red as he stumbled to his feet.


‘A disobedient dog must be put down,’ he said through gritted teeth as he forced his hand up to touch first one shoulder, then the other. ‘What a waste you are, Lord Pastinas. You could have been among us, exalted beyond ordinary men. But it’s too late for that.’ He reached his hand for Red.


Red dodged the hand that no doubt carried with it some slow and gruesome death, and stepped back, wishing he’d had a second gun or some knives on him.


‘Better to be among ordinary men,’ he said, ‘than a dog to the supposed exalted ones.’


He flipped the small table at Chiffet Mek. He’d left the powder cartridge open on the table, so black gunpowder sprayed up at Mek’s face, causing him to stumble backward. Then Red ran.


Red didn’t bother to knock when he reached Lady Merivale Hempist’s apartments. He barely broke stride as he threw open the doors and pushed past startled servants. It wasn’t until he reached the dining room that he stopped to catch his breath. That’s when he realized Merivale was entertaining. And probably working, as well. She was always working.


She sat at the head of her table, a glass of wine halfway to her bright red lips as she calmly regarded the sweaty, disheveled Red. To her right was the corpulent Lord Weatherwight of Wake Landing. Next to him sat the elderly high steward, looking as disapproving as ever. To Merivale’s left was the thin, anxious-looking Archlord Tramasta of Fashlament. Next to him was Archlady Bashim, who it appeared had given up hope of catching Prince Leston and had now set her sights on the archlord. From what Red knew of Tramasta, however, he wasn’t the marrying kind, and preferred his mollies young, without title, and easy to bully.


There was a moment of awkward silence as they all stared at Red. He smoothed his jacket and straightened his cravat as he tried to think of something clever to say. For once, he was at a loss.


But then Merivale put her wine down and stood up.


‘My apologies. Lord Pastinas and I must speak for a moment concerning a pressing business enterprise we have undertaken together.’


‘Business, my lady?’ asked Tramasta. ‘You?’


She gave him a mysterious smile. ‘I have discovered that managing assets can be just as entertaining as managing men. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m sure this will only take a moment. Please continue with dinner.’


‘You don’t have to tell me twice, eh, Steward?’ Weatherwight said as he held up his empty wineglass for a servant to fill.


‘Indeed, my lord,’ said the steward, helping himself to another quail from the platter in the middle of the table.


Merivale motioned to Red, and he followed her into the small library next to the dining room. She shut the doors, then turned to him.


‘Since even you are not normally this indiscreet, I assume this is a matter of desperate urgency,’ she said quietly.
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