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      Everyone stared around the arena and finally all eyes came to rest on the ring. The bloody Vorga splashed red all over and the mangled, chewed body of Brokk on the floor.

      People started screaming and panicking, pushing and shoving each other to get away from the ring. In a mad rush of feet the crowd scrambled to get out of the slaughterhouse. They didn’t want blood. They wanted to escape, to go back to their lives and forget what they’d seen. No matter how much he drank, or how hard he tried, Choss wasn’t sure he’d ever forget and he doubted they would too.
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      A large crowd had gathered on the street by the time Byrne arrived at the murder scene.

      “Guardian of the Peace, let me through,” he said, shoving people aside. “All right, fun’s over. Go home.”

      He kept up the litany of platitudes, trying to get the obstinate crowd to move on even though he knew there was something to see. The people of Perizzi never passed up on a bit of street theatre.

      Worried and scared faces surrounded him on all sides. People who’d spilled out of nearby taverns. A large group of fishermen on their way home after a long day at sea. A gaggle of drunk Morrin, their horned heads peeking over the crowd. A clutch of local merchants. A pair of tall Seve traders. A lesser noble flanked by two Drassi bodyguards and even a black-eyed Zecorran. He lurked on the fringe of onlookers, nervously dividing his attention between the crowd and the dead body. A few people glared but so far it had not come to anything more than dirty looks.

      Just over a year had passed since the west, united under the Mad King of Zecorria, had surrendered to Seveldrom. Perizzi, the capital of Yerskania, had liberated itself in the final days, but the scars of the war still remained. In the days immediately afterwards, people went through the motions, pretending nothing had changed and that they could just go back to their old lives. Buying and selling, getting on with their jobs, drinking and gambling, loving and fighting. But it was just a sham. A shadow play where everyone knew their part.

      No one had been unaffected. No one left without scars of some kind on the outside or within. After weeks and then months without a resurgence in violence the people in Perizzi finally started to relax. They stopped overreacting to small outbursts of hostility. Stopped staring at every stranger with suspicion and gradually a new rhythm started to emerge. People started paying attention to what needed rebuilding and what needed to change. When they realised another conflict wasn’t around the corner they finally started to live again.

      More than a year on and only now did Byrne think life had started to get back to a semblance of normality on the streets. That also meant a return to a certain volume of crimes being reported, but he’d been expecting that too.

      Trade, the life-blood of the city, continued to flow. During the war it had stalled, but now it too had returned to a familiar level. In turn it generated noise, chaos, traffic and crime. The borders were open again and Yerskania traded with people from all nations, even the savage Vorga. But many still blamed Zecorria for letting a mad King take their throne and for dragging everyone into a pointless war. People needed someone to blame for everything that had happened and the Zecorrans drew the shortest straw.

      When he reached the front Byrne gave the crowd another cursory glance. His instincts told him the killer had not come back to relive the moment or gloat at the inability of the Guardians to catch him.

      Stood beside the body was another Guardian, Tammy Baker, a blonde who towered over everyone on the street. She and one member of the Watch were trying to keep the crowd back, but were having some difficulty as everyone wanted a look at the dead victim. Someone had covered the body with a cloak, but a shrunken claw poked out from underneath.

      Byrne sighed. He’d seen two like it before. This wasn’t a normal murder. It was something else, something messy and daring this time. The killer hadn’t even bothered to try and hide the body this time. A squad of six members of the Watch turned up and they began to force the crowd away from the victim.

      “All right, time to go home,” said Byrne, facing the crowd. “Get moving. Go on.”

      The Watch started to chivvy the crowd and a few people began to disperse. Byrne pulled one of the Watch aside and pointed out the nervous Zecorran.

      “Find out where he lives and walk him partway there. When you’re sure no one is following, come back here.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      The majority of onlookers were refusing to leave.

      “Sergeant. Encourage them to disperse.”

      The Watch started turning people around, shoving them and forcing them backwards. Byrne stood with his arms crossed, doing nothing, simply watching the crowd. Eventually the onlookers realised nothing would happen while they lingered. All but the most stubborn took the hint and drifted away. Only when the majority were on their way did he turn back to the body and lift a corner of the cloak. Squatting down beside it Byrne tried to take in every detail and not think that it used to be a person. It was a lot easier to study if he made it into a thing in his head.

      As far as dead bodies went, this one looked particularly unpleasant. Judging by the length of the corpse and size of the hands and feet, it had once been a man. Anything more than that was difficult to tell because of its condition. Although it had been lying on the ground for less than an hour, the body looked as if it had been decomposing for decades. All of its skin had been stretched tight over the bones. The eyes resembled two black raisins in cavernous sockets. The tongue was reduced to a shrivelled black lace. The mouth gaped open in a silent scream, but he was willing to bet no one had heard a thing.

      Looking over the body Byrne saw no visible wounds or marks on the skin. No blood on the ground and the skull wasn’t crushed or mangled in any way.

      “Third one in three weeks,” said Baker, clenching her jaw. Her fists were criss-crossed with old scars, the legacy of her former profession as an enforcer for one of the city’s crime Families. Her unusual height was a gift from her Seve father, and if not for her pale skin, blonde hair and blue eyes, people wouldn’t think her local. Byrne was constantly studying people and trying to unravel their stories. Today was no different, except he couldn’t question his subject, so he’d have to find answers in a different way.

      “Same story as before?” he asked, looking at their location and the surrounding buildings. The body lay in the middle of a fairly busy side street. Three roads connected at a junction less than half a dozen paces away. People regularly used this street as a shortcut down to the docks to visit the cheap taverns and seedier brothels that lined the waterfront. It wasn’t exactly out of the way. The killer was becoming bold. Or desperate.

      “No one saw or heard the murder,” said Baker, shaking her head. “I spoke to a few drinkers dockside. They saw a bright light in the sky. Described it as orange or red. They thought a building had caught fire.”

      Byrne didn’t comment because they all knew what that meant. Magic.

      He stared at the body, trying to absorb everything about the scene before all the evidence was taken away. The victim had a silver ring on one finger and the coin purse in his pocket was half full. But it had never been about robbery.

      The sound of marching feet intruded on Byrne’s thoughts.

      “What’s he doing here?” asked Baker as the Watch snapped to attention.

      “Three in three weeks,” said the Khevassar, his shadow falling over Byrne.

      “Yes, Sir.”

      Byrne stood up, towering over his superior. Unlike everyone else, the Khevassar’s red uniform was edged with silver instead of black and he didn’t carry any weapons. The Old Man wasn’t much to look at, slightly built with white hair and blue eyes, but he was one of the most intelligent and dangerous men in Perizzi.

      For as long as anyone could remember he’d used the honorary title and nothing else. Some Guardians believed him to be a distant heir to the throne who’d given up his position for a life of service. Others had more outlandish ideas, but having studied the man, Byrne knew they were nothing more than stories. There was no mystery. Whoever he’d been before wasn’t important. He defined himself by what he did, not who he’d been.

      Six more members of the Watch flanked the Khevassar and a rotund surgeon trailed after them, huffing at the Old Man’s unforgiving pace.

      “Same as the others?” asked the Khevassar.

      “Sucked dry. Not a drop of moisture left,” said Byrne, gesturing at the corpse and then the streets. “The killer could’ve come from one of six directions. Easy to disappear down here in the warren.”

      Centuries ago the city had been a fishing village, then a trading post. Over the years the ramshackle wooden buildings beside the docks had been rebuilt with stone. The village became a town as it spread, first along the mouth of the river, then further inland until it swelled and became a city. The oldest buildings were on the docks and they’d been rebuilt over and over, turning the area into a warren. Down here, no two buildings were alike, with old sat beside new as those in disrepair were torn down and rebuilt bigger and taller. There were many reasons the dealers and gangs frequented this area. You could always find a dark alley or a back door that led elsewhere if the Watch drifted too close.

      “Witnesses?”

      “None,” said Baker.

      The Khevassar pursed his lips and gestured for the two Guardians to follow him. They moved a short distance away, giving the surgeon space to inspect the body and record his findings. As per the other bodies, Byrne suspected there would be no clues to the killer’s identity, but procedure had to be followed.

      “What was the mood of the crowd?” asked the Old Man when he and the Guardians were out of earshot of the others.

      “Anxious, scared,” said Baker.

      “Any violence?”

      “No, but we know it won’t last if this continues,” she replied.

      The Khevassar grunted. “We need to find this killer. Quickly and quietly.”

      “I know someone who could help with this sort of thing. A specialist,” said Byrne.

      “Outsider?”

      “No, he’s local, but he’s not a Guardian or member of the Watch.”

      The Khevassar shook his head sadly. “Specialist, eh? Is that what we’re calling them now?”

      Baker shifted, clearly uncomfortable but didn’t say anything.

      Byrne shrugged. “People are scared of magic, and this sort of thing doesn’t help,” he said, gesturing at the body.

      “How quickly people forget. It was magic that won the war.”

      “There are many people with dead relatives who would disagree,” said Byrne.

      “Then their memory is short.”

      Byrne didn’t argue the point. Thousands of warriors had died on the battlefield in Seveldrom, hacked to pieces with sharpened steel or torn apart by devious traps. Magic had played a big part at the end, with the death of the Warlock at the hands of Balfruss, but no one liked to talk about it. Or him. That name had become something worse than a curse. No one dared say it out loud. They were scared he might hear them and come back.

      Ever since that day the few remaining Seekers had stopped visiting towns and villages looking for children born with the ability to sense the Source. Those who showed any signs of magical ability were shunned, exiled and in extreme cases murdered. Byrne had heard one story about a girl being drowned in a river by a mob from her village which included her parents. People claimed to be more civilised in the cities, but out in the countryside, where the Watch didn’t visit, anything could happen.

      The Warlock had brought the world to the brink of destruction and anyone with magical ability was now seen as a threat. No one spoke about the Battlemages who’d died during the war, fighting to protect innocent lives.

      Four foot of steel in the gut was deadly, but at least it was something people could understand. A sword was tangible and it had weight. Setting someone on fire just by staring at them wasn’t natural. It couldn’t be explained with logic.

      “Who is this specialist?” asked the Khevassar, his mouth twisting on the last word. “Do I know them?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      The Old Man ran a hand through his thinning hair and sighed. “Can we trust them?”

      Byrne hesitated, then said, “It’s Fray.”

      Baker’s eyes widened and the Khevassar raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

      “He’s the right man for the job.”

      “I’ve no doubt about that, but you’ll have to do it officially. Enrol him as a Guardian of the Peace. Make him a novice in training, partnered to you.”

      “What about passing the entrance requirements and the paperwork?” asked Byrne.

      The Khevassar waved it away. “I’ll take care of it. That’s the least of my worries. If this continues for much longer I’ll be summoned to the palace.”

      “I don’t envy you.”

      “I was about to say the same thing,” said the Khevassar.

      Thinking of the right person to solve a magic-related murder hadn’t been difficult. Now all Byrne had to do was convince Fray to become a Guardian, the very job that had killed his father.
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      “I’m very sorry about your father,” said Katja, getting it out of the way. The Morrin couple were red-eyed and the wife kept wiping at her face with the back of a hand. It seemed as if her tears weren’t welcome, or perhaps she didn’t want to share them with strangers.

      “Thank you… priestess.”

      The husband harrumphed. “She’s not a priestess.”

      “You’re right, I’m not. Katja is fine.”

      “Thank you for coming so quickly,” said the wife, sniffing and trying to hoard her tears.

      “Of course, although I was a little surprised by your message,” said Katja, choosing her words carefully. “Do you not follow the Blessed Mother?”

      A quick glance around the sitting room of their modest house suggested they were devout followers. From the roughly carved statue sat on the mantel above the fireplace to the three icons of the Blessed Mother on the walls.

      “We do, but my father came to Yerskania many years ago because his views were different. He’s been devoted to the Great Maker for over a hundred years.”

      “Is that going to be a problem? Are you asking for more money?” said the husband, determined to find fault. Katja couldn’t really blame him for being cautious as the services she offered were unusual. Hers was the only business in the city that made arrangements for the deceased from all faiths. For now at least.

      “No. It won’t be a problem and it doesn’t cost more. It’s unusual for Morrin to follow the Maker, but not unheard of. I can make the arrangements at a nearby church of the Maker. The local Patriarch will stand watch over your father for three days, unless there’s someone else you’d prefer?”

      “That will be fine,” said the wife. She managed a small smile and her eyes became distant. Looking into the past, no doubt to happier times when her father had been alive.

      “Do you do this a lot?” asked the husband. Katja raised an eyebrow and he continued. “Deal with our people?”

      “There are many Morrin in Perizzi,” said Katja with a shrug. “The cities of Yerskania are open to all, and I’ll help anyone who asks for my services.”

      “And no doubt charge more for foreigners.”

      “That’s enough, Ton,” snapped the wife, slamming her hand on the table. The husband withered under her glare and his shoulders slumped.

      “I’m sorry. I just…” Ton trailed off and bowed his head. “I don’t know how to do this, yes?”

      Katja inclined her head, offering a smile. “Once your father-in-law’s watch is over, I’ll arrange for his ashes to be brought here. The city permits you to scatter them from any of the bridges, or at the docks if you prefer.”

      “Thank you, I’ll see you out,” said the wife, leading her to the front door. As Katja stepped into the street the wife spoke again. “I’m sorry for my husband’s behaviour.”

      “We all deal with grief in different ways.”

      She shook the wife’s hand, pulled up the hood of her robe and set off towards her shop. As she walked along the winding streets, Katja studied the faces of those in the crowd. Just over a year ago when she’d arrived in the city, fear and suspicion of strangers had been apparent. Only now was it starting to fade and there was a better mix of people from abroad, including tall Seves and even dark-skinned merchants from the far east.

      It had taken months of hard work to maintain a careful balance. The city authorities had done their best to stay visible without being seen as threatening. The number of patrols by the Watch were increased, especially in the popular areas frequented by foreigners, and gradually people had started to feel safe again. There were still areas of the city that no tourist or merchant ventured into, and the Watch only made brief sweeps, but it had always been that way.

      As she passed a squad of the Watch, Katja noticed the sharp lines of their uniforms, the pride in their step and the keenness of the officer’s gaze as she swept the street for trouble. The Yerskani Queen, Morganse, had brought in a number of new policies as soon as the war ended. Soldiers in the army and members of the Watch now received much better equipment. They also benefited from intensive weapons training in several disciplines and their wages had increased. As expected there had been a surge in the number of applications to join the army and the Watch, but only the best were accepted. And only the most capable and intelligent of those were able to apply to join the Guardians, the elite investigators.

      Queen Morganse could not build walls around Perizzi, her capital city, which was renowned for being open to all, but she would not be caught unawares again. The visible changes on the street weren’t subtle, but Katja knew there were a number of other less obvious policies being implemented.

      As the busiest port in the world, a river of goods, and more importantly information, flowed from the docks throughout the city and beyond. There were now more spies of all nationalities spread out across the city, and the entire west, than ever before. The moment the war ended and the official documents were signed, merchants were keen to get on the road again. It had been the perfect disguise. Katja had been among the first group of agents to arrive in the newly liberated Perizzi with merchant wagons from Seveldrom.

      As an agent for Seveldrom, all of Katja’s information went directly to Roza, the local head of the network. Last time Seveldrom hadn’t done enough to prevent the war. Roza had made it very clear it wouldn’t happen again, and that those orders came directly from the top, from Queen Talandra.

      This was Katja’s first assignment and so far it had been uneventful. Most of her time had been taken up with establishing the business and convincing everyone that she was who she claimed to be.

      As far as most people in the city knew, she was Perizzi’s first religiously independent director of last rites. It was a position which gave the Seveldrom network a unique insight into any unusual deaths in the city. It also provided her with a good reason to travel anywhere in Perizzi without it looking suspicious.

      Her pale skin and black hair marked her as Yerskani, which made it easier for locals to trust her. Only a few knew she’d been born and raised in Seveldrom. Her loyalty was to her Queen and the country of her birth.

      As she turned the last corner and the shop came into view, Katja paused to look for observers, as a man had been following her a few nights ago. He always kept his distance and tried to stay out of sight, but she’d heard the scuff of his shoes and once caught a glimpse of his face from her eye corner. It suggested he’d received some training, or perhaps they were just skills learned on the streets. Whether innocent or otherwise it didn’t matter, she’d managed to lose him in the warren down at the docks and had not seen him since. Even so it paid to be cautious and patient.

      Once satisfied that the shop wasn’t being watched, Katja crossed the street and went in through the front door. A small chime rang above her head as she opened and then closed the door. Summoned by the sound, a pale, gaunt man with wispy brown hair dressed in a hooded grey robe drifted out from the back room.

      “Greetings,” he said with a friendly yet sympathetic smile before he saw it was her. The smile slipped and his normal annoyed expression replaced it. She was sure that Gankle must question his decision on a daily basis about going into business where he had to deal with the living. He seemed much more comfortable with the dead. They didn’t speak, or chew, or breathe, all of which annoyed him. “What took you so long?”

      “They thought I was going to charge them extra.”

      “If they were expecting it then maybe you should.”

      Katja shrugged. “They want us to handle everything. Can you speak to the Patriarch at the Maker’s church?”

      Gankle’s expression turned sour. It would mean leaving the shop and talking to someone other than her. Nevertheless he inclined his head. “I’ll take care of it.”

      Katja followed him into the visitors’ room and flopped down in one of the large comfy chairs, hooking a leg over the armrest. Gankle sat down opposite with practised grace, lifting the hem of his robe and brushing out the creases, as if they were at court and it was made from silk and not wool. Katja’s bored eye roamed over the different religious symbols hung on the far wall, the shelves lined with sacred texts and books of poetry, the aromatic candles, charms and a hundred other bits of paraphernalia required for her role. The ritual was what really mattered to the bereaved. It gave them a path to follow amid the chaos. A raft to keep their head above water in the storm for which there didn’t seem to be any end. Grief seemed to embarrass some people, as if crying and aching for those who were gone wasn’t the most natural thing in the world.

      “This came for you while you were out,” said Gankle, handing her a folded note with a broken seal. “You need to see her immediately.”

      Katja pretended he hadn’t spoken and took her time reading the note because she knew it annoyed him. Years ago Gankle had been an agent for Seveldrom, and although officially retired, he seemed to think his former status allowed him to get involved. His only jobs were to provide Katja with a place to live and to corroborate her position, but he often seemed to forget.

      “The note sounds quite urgent. I should see her straight away,” said Katja, struggling not to grin at his annoyance. She left Gankle grinding his teeth and went out the front door.

      Following her training Katja took a slightly circuitous route, stopping occasionally to look in shop windows, checking her reflection for followers with the pretence of being interested in the goods behind the glass.

      Stopping off at a bakery Katja went inside and bought a small fish pie then ate it on the curb outside where a few children lingered. They asked her a few questions about her grey robe and when her answers proved boring the children quickly lost interest. While they talked she scanned the crowd, looking for anyone familiar she’d already seen this morning. One or two people gave her a curious glance but no more than that. Satisfied that she wasn’t being followed, Katja wasted no more time.

      As she reached the spice shop the midday bell had just started to toll at a nearby church of the Maker. She pushed open the door and a woman with red hair behind the counter looked up, a friendly smile on her face. It didn’t waver or change in any way, but Katja saw a slight tightening around her eyes.

      “Welcome,” said the spice merchant, gesturing at the racks of pungent herbs and spices arranged on the hive-like shelves. A heady scent of a hundred different perfumes raced up Katja’s nose, making it twitch before she sneezed three times. She approached the counter and the shopkeeper shook her head slightly, gesturing towards the chairs by the window.

      The spice merchant picked up a few items, incense and herbs often used in funeral rites, before going into the back room. Katja knew anyone could walk through the door at any time and she needed a valid reason for being here. The less she had to lie the more she could stretch the truth to make it convenient.

      Katja sank into one of the chairs and stared out of the window. The spice merchant emerged a few minutes later with some pastries and a pot of tea. Only when the tea had been poured into two glasses and they had both nibbled at a spiced pastry did they speak.

      “Your note said it was urgent,” said Katja.

      “I’ve received some distressing news from a reliable source,” said Roza, blowing a loose strand of red hair away from her face. With a sigh she unfastened her hair before tying it back again in a tight pony-tail. Katja didn’t think it suited her. It made her forehead too proud, but perhaps that was the point. In the right clothing Roza would turn heads, but dressed in an unflattering man’s shirt and loose cotton trousers, with her hair scraped back and no make-up, it told a stranger everything they needed to know about her.

      She had no time for frippery or decoration and her business came first. Katja knew Roza actually wore a thin layer of powder on her hands and face which paled her ruddy Seve skin, but no one ever got close enough to see it. There were other local girls far prettier, or at least more approachable, that men would pursue. It allowed Roza to be in plain sight and observe a great deal while going mostly unnoticed. Katja wondered if Roza was ever lonely, then realised her mind had been wandering.

      Katja cleared her throat. “Can I ask where the news came from?”

      Roza pursed her lips briefly before speaking. “It’s reliable. It came from the Butcher.”

      Katja swallowed hard and drank a sip of tea which suddenly tasted bitter. There were many stories about him and all of them extremely brutal. A year ago no one had heard of the Butcher, but now he was well known in the underworld as a ruthless crime boss. No one dared cross him and any attempt to encroach on his territory was met with messy results. Sometimes he settled for chopping off both feet, but if he deemed the insult severe he took their hands as well. The victims were always still alive when people found them, screaming in pain or pleading for death.

      When Katja had asked about him all Roza would say was that he was loyal to Queen Talandra. Any questions about his identity were met with a stony silence.

      “How worried should I be?”

      “Very,” said Roza, letting her mask slip for a second to show Katja her level of concern. “There are rumours about a plot to murder Queen Talandra when she comes here on a state visit.”

      The words hung in the air between them, heavy with dread. Their Queen was still a relatively young woman, and new to the throne, having inherited from her father who was assassinated during the war. Despite that she had achieved much in a year. Ties between Seveldrom and the west were stronger than ever, particularly with Yerskania. Trade had increased to pre-war levels and she had worked hard to maintain peace through some difficult times. She’d negotiated several treaties, provided warriors and aid to Shael, and even reached out to the Morrin to try and help with their troubles.

      The Queen had also survived two assassination attempts but had not publicly blamed anyone, despite rumours that the killers had been from Zecorria or Morrinow. Many in the west loved her for what she had done during the war and since. Anyone with a grain of humanity, or sanity at least, would be hard pressed to find a reason to hate her. Unfortunately there were many who lacked both.

      There were a number of ridiculous stories floating around about Talandra. Tales of ritual murder, torture, corruption and blackmail to get people to do what she wanted. Someone in the west was intent on undermining Talandra and all of her good work. Part of Katja’s job in the last year had been tracing the stories and passing the information to Roza. Someone was then dispatched to eliminate the story at its source. There had not been any stories for a while, but now a new threat had arisen.

      “Do we have any idea who’s behind it?” asked Katja.

      “That’s the problem. I’ve got everyone working on this, but the information is conflicted. One source claims it’s a group of Morrin extremists, determined to destroy Seveldrom. They blame our Queen for their ongoing troubles at home. Civil war is still raging in Morrinow and many have died.”

      Katja grimaced. More nonsense intent on besmirching the Queen.

      “A second source claims it was a group of Chosen from Zecorria who escaped the purge. Even though no one actually knows who did it, they believe Talandra killed their King.”

      Despite widespread persecution by every nation, a small contingent of Chosen still existed in Zecorria. The fanatical cult which had grown up during the war still believed their late King, Taikon, had been a prophet and living God who would rise again. On the surface, Zecorria seemed quiet, cautiously trading with its neighbours, but inside its borders the story was very different. There were still marches and people claiming to be Chosen speaking out in public against the new Regent, but so far the violence had been limited. Roza and other agents believed the most vocal were merely mouthpieces for the real Chosen who had been driven underground.

      “If our Queen was murdered here, the dead would choke the streets,” said Roza, gritting her teeth. “What happened to Shael would be nothing by comparison. The west would tear itself apart looking for the killer and every Seve would march to war, bent on revenge.”

      A year wasn’t a long time. The fear of war had been buried, but it had not gone away. A tiny spark could easily turn the nations of the west against each other.

      “What do you want me to do?” asked Katja.

      “Find out if the rumours are true. Is there a plot, or is it just disgruntled people in the north? Call in every favour, speak to every contact, just find out.”

      “How long do I have?” asked Katja.

      Roza shook her head, deep worry lines creasing her forehead. “I don’t know. Maybe a few days. The date of the state visit hasn’t been set, but it’s a long trip from Seveldrom. So unless we can find some compelling evidence to dissuade her, the Queen will be setting off very soon.”

      “And if I find whoever is planning this, what then?”

      “To accomplish something so big would require a lot of resources and money. If you find the group responsible, then keep digging until you find out who is funding them. We have to make sure we get the whole network before making a move.”

      “What kind of move?”

      Roza’s smile showed far too many teeth. “We kill every single one of them until the streets run red.”
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      A hundred familiar smells hit Choss as he stepped inside the converted warehouse. Stale sweat, spilled beer, and blood were the strongest. They mixed together to create something that felt like a homecoming. With them came a stream of memories. Countless hours of training, the crunch of bone on bone, the slap of meat hitting the canvas. Above and beyond them all was the roar of the crowd chanting his name. The sound used to fill him to the brim until he thought his ears would burst. Glory days.

      A straggler on their way to the fight jostled him and the glow faded. He shook his head, cast off the memories and went deeper into the arena. That’s what he called it. Most others just called it the ring, or the pit. But he’d been trying to get them to move away from that for a couple of years now. Away from the dark old days when two men would go into the ring and only one would come out on his feet. Even further back it had been worse. One came out bloody and the other a cold hunk of meat.

      Choss walked down one of the narrow channels between the tiered seats and stopped short of the front. He didn’t want to be seen. Even so a few people above his head spotted him and word began to spread. He reached up and shook hands, offered friendly smiles and turned his head slightly when one woman tried to kiss him on the mouth and had to settle for his cheek. A quick glance at the crowd showed there weren’t many empty seats. The ring announcer was getting the crowd going and Choss could feel tension building in the air.

      He melted away into the shadows and approached a door guarded by a thick-necked man called Jakka. With a big bald head like a melon and tiny ears that stuck out, some would think him a good target for jokes. Until they saw how broad he was across the arms and shoulders. Until they saw the size of his hands, the scars and sunken knuckles. Jakka might have a bit of a paunch, but even the most arrogant spoke with respect to the old fighter.

      “Good crowd tonight, Champ,” said Jakka without looking up from his book.

      “I was just thinking that.”

      Jakka pulled the tiny pair of spectacles off his nose and offered a broken-toothed grin. “Bring back a lot of memories?” he asked and Choss just grunted. “Tempted to get back in there?”

      Choss considered it, then shook his head. “I can do more out here. For all of us.”

      “I admire your spirit, boy, always have. It’s what made you a champion. And I’ll do what I can to help, but you know my thoughts. The aristocracy don’t want us.”

      Choss had heard it from Jakka and plenty of others. Over and over again. It stung, but only a little. To show there were no hard feelings he gripped the big man on the shoulder as he went past into the back.

      As Choss walked down the corridor his broad shoulders brushed the walls on either side. At the far end were two doors. Behind one he could hear a low rumble of conversation. Fighters getting ready for their time in the ring. Behind the other the sharp rasping voice of Vinneck as he lectured someone. A younger voice tried to speak but Vinneck cut them off. Choss knew that tone so he waited outside. A minute later the door flew open and a young man with red hair stomped away up the corridor.

      “Who’s next?” asked Vinneck.

      Choss went inside and closed the door behind him. “Just me out here, Vinny.”

      “Thank the Maker,” rasped Vinny, pouring himself another cup of foul herbal tea. They’d been partners in the business for two years now, but long before that Vinny had run the fights with other people. They’d all fallen away, some to drink, others to venthe, some just got tired or bored and wanted out of the business. One even tried to rob Vinny and the fighters of their money.

      Choss had still been in the ring back then, a new face coming up through the ranks. Thankfully they’d caught up to the thief before he could get out of the city. They’d left him alive, but beyond that Choss didn’t know what happened. Probably crippled for life or dead from the beating they’d given him.

      The long years, or maybe the many back-stabbing deals, had taken their toll on Vinny. He looked old and worn out. He was thin as a broom handle with skin like old leather. What little hair he had was ash grey, clinging around the back. The top of his head was bald and mottled with brown spots. He looked weak until you saw his eyes. Any fighter could break him physically, it wouldn’t be worth calling it a fight, but none of them had a tenth of his brains.

      “Those boys, they want more for doing less,” said Vinny, jerking his head towards the changing room.

      “Is that why you showed Lostram the door?”

      “He showed all the signs,” said Vinny as he added two lumps of sugar to his tea. He took an experimental sip and grimaced, then added another lump. A few doctors and even a couple of expensive surgeons had taken a look at his stomach. At first they thought it was something he’d eaten, or maybe the creep that made people waste away in months or sometimes even days. But Vinny had kept living, so in the end they’d shaken their heads and sent him away. An old herbalist had given him the recipe for the tea and it seemed to help with the pain for a while.

      “The boy has talent, but he’s impatient. He wants riches and women. Wants to travel the world.”

      “About that —”

      “Don’t,” said Vinny, holding up a claw-like hand. “I know what you’re going to say. Please, don’t.”

      Choss felt his temper flare but gritted his teeth and waited for the fire to fade. He counted in his head until he felt calm. “I won’t leave it alone.”

      “I know, and neither will I.”

      “It’s been a year.”

      Vinny sighed. “It might seem like a long time to you, but people are still scared. You’ve seen how they react to black-eyed Zecorrans on the street. Even some Morrin are given a wide berth. It’s going to be years before we could look at arranging fights elsewhere, or bringing in champions from abroad.”

      “All right, then what about moving it out of the shadows? What about a proper arena?”

      Vinny offered a rare smile. “Don’t get too excited, but Dońa Jarrow has been charming all sorts of people. A few have said they’ll come to a fight.”

      “What sort of people?”

      “People with money, but more importantly, influence. Those who can whisper in the right ears. Maybe even get a whisper into the palace.”

      Choss felt his chest swell. It’s what he’d always hoped would happen. Some people thought fighters were just butchers and thugs, pounding each other until they were bloody. They weren’t interested in talk of skill and stamina, the years of training and dedication, the sacrifices made. They thought the fights were low entertainment and should be kept in the shadows. But at every fight he’d see people from all areas of the city. The rich rubbing shoulders with the poor, and once or twice people in hoods surrounded by soldiers out of uniform. The Prince had also been semi-regular, maybe five or six times a year, until the war. Until they cut off his balls, to punish Queen Morganse for her rebellion.

      Sometimes women sought out the fighters because they wanted to touch them and be part of it, if only for a moment. The touching sometimes led to more, but it was freely given. Others just wanted to give them gifts, money or their favour, usually a piece of cloth to wear during the fight. There were many deals to be made, under the table and above. All they needed to take the fights further was a chance.

      “Just imagine if we could get one big sponsor. Someone with a name in the city,” said Choss.

      “Feet on the ground, Choss,” said Vinny with a hint of reproach. “We’re not there yet.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “We just need to keep it clean. That’s another reason I sent Lostram away. He’d been using venthe to numb himself before a fight.”

      Choss grimaced. “I’ll check on the other lads and look for the signs.” Using drugs to cheat wasn’t new, but Vinny had managed to keep the business clean for years.

      “Send anyone you suspect my way. I’ll get to the truth.” Vinny drained the last of his tea, swallowing the little bits at the bottom with a grimace. Even so, the lines of pain on his face eased a little. “Speaking of clean, will you have a word with Gorrax? He won’t listen to anyone else.”

      “I’ll do it now,” said Choss, heading out the door.

      He crossed the hall and entered the changing room. Several large, well-built men were preparing for their fights, having a wash or getting dressed. Choss received more smiles of camaraderie from the fighters, as it wasn’t that long ago he’d been one of them. One or two called him champion or gave him a brief salute of respect, touching their heart with a fist. He wasn’t really a champion, since they’d not hosted fights from other countries yet, but he remained undefeated in Yerskania and they used the title just for him.

      The room wasn’t big, but all of the fighters stayed away from the figure sat at the far end of the room. As Choss approached Gorrax, the green-skinned Vorga stood up, putting them at eye level. Gorrax was the average height for a green Vorga, at just under six and a half feet. Although there were faster men in the room, few could match the Vorga’s raw power and instincts in the ring.

      “Good to see you,” said Gorrax, opening his mouth wide and giving Choss a clear view of his sharp teeth. It had taken Choss a while to realise it wasn’t a yawn or a smile. The Vorga had tried to explain it, but couldn’t find the right words. Choss had gathered that it was a sign of respect and a form of greeting between equals. It was also something the Vorga never did with anyone but him. Although it felt peculiar, Choss did the same, showing Gorrax his teeth.

      “And you, my friend. Are you ready for your fight?”

      Gorrax looked himself up and down, flexing his massive hands then shifting his neck left and right, making it crack. A network of pale scars covered his face and arms, chunks were missing from one wide ear and a few of the bony nodules around his jaw had been broken off. It meant nothing to him. Like scratches on the face of a blade. Vorga were born knowing how to fight and nothing short of death would stop Gorrax.

      Dressed in a knee-length leather kilt and a loose vest over his bulky torso, Gorrax had everything he needed. His hands were his most dangerous weapons.

      “Two arms, two legs, one head. Ready to fight,” said the Vorga. Choss smiled, knowing it was Gorrax’s attempt at humour. “What about you? Will you fight again?”

      He always asked the same question. No one else had ever beaten the Vorga in the ring. Not since Choss had retired two years ago.

      To lose, for a normal Vorga, went beyond shame, beyond embarrassment. Gorrax had once told him they didn’t have a word for defeat in his language. Vorga fought to win and the alternative was death. Fighting for money or the entertainment of others were alien ideas. But that was one of the things which made Gorrax an outcast from his people.

      Choss didn’t know why the Vorga had come to Perizzi, but he was glad. No one had challenged him or fought as hard as Gorrax.

      “Maybe one day, but not tonight.”

      “I will be ready for you when the day comes,” promised Gorrax.

      “Hear me,” said Choss, choosing his words carefully. “I need you to repeat the promise you made.”

      Gorrax hissed through his teeth, the equivalent of a wince. “I do not need to say it.”

      “Please Gorrax. For me.”

      Gorrax remained silent for several long breaths before speaking. “Only for you,” he said, staring Choss in the eye. He maintained eye contact, knowing it mattered to the Vorga. “I promise I will not kill my opponent.”

      “If you do, you won’t get paid.” The moment he said it Choss regretted the poor choice of words. Gorrax clacked his teeth and shook his head.

      “Money doesn’t matter.”

      “If you kill him, they’ll put you in a cold cell.”

      “Cold is fine for me,” said Gorrax with a shrug of his broad shoulders. “No lock or door can hold me.”

      “A cell in the east then, in the desert. Many long days far away from the sea, or even a river. Somewhere with no water.”

      Gorrax hissed so loudly all other conversation stopped. Choss ignored the other fighters, keeping his eyes locked on Gorrax’s face. Being so far away from water horrified green Vorga. All of their cities, towns and villages were built along the coast and on the banks of the wide rivers that criss-crossed the west of their country. Only the blue Vorga wouldn’t care, as they came from the mountains, but they were least respected and smallest of the clans. As far as threats went it was the worst he could conjure up for Gorrax.

      “I will not kill him,” spat Gorrax, looking away first and bowing his head. Guilt burned in Choss’s stomach, but it was the only way he knew. He laid a hand on Gorrax’s shoulder and after a moment the Vorga put one of his big hands on top, giving it a squeeze. Many times Choss had wondered why Gorrax had been cast out. Living in Perizzi couldn’t be easy for him. Surrounded by humans and Morrin. Being seen as the monster from children’s stories. Being feared by everyone and hated for what his people had done during the war.

      “Thank you, Gorrax.”

      “Yes, yes. Enough talk and touching,” said Gorrax, lifting his head. “More of this and I will think you want to sex me.”

      Choss tried not to wince at the idea. Instead he laughed and withdrew his hand. Gorrax didn’t laugh but he did show his teeth again and Choss mirrored the gesture.

      As he headed towards the door Choss noticed one of the fighters, Brokk, wiping his nose and sniffing. As Choss walked past, their eyes met and Brokk quickly turned away. Choss crossed the hall and mentioned his suspicions to Vinny.

      “Maker’s balls,” cursed Vinny. “Sounds like he’s on venthe. He’s next in the ring as well with Gorrax.”

      “Do you want me to pull him from the fight?”

      Vinny sighed. “No. We don’t have anyone else to take his place. I’ll speak to him after.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “It took me weeks to persuade him to fight the Vorga. It’s getting harder every time, but the crowds love it.” Vinny shook his head. “He’s a good kid, lots of potential. It’s a shame this’ll be his last fight for us.”

      “We’re not turning away a lot of new fighters. Maybe we should give him a second chance?”

      “We’ll see. Send him to my office after the bout,” said Vinny, getting to his feet. Choss followed his partner along the narrow corridors towards the ring and then up a set of stairs to the viewing platform.

      The noise from the crowd started to build. A chorus of boos and hisses meant Gorrax had just stepped into the ring. As Choss walked onto the raised area above the crowd, people began to cheer as Brokk stepped between the ropes. He waved and blew kisses to women, flexed and danced about. Normally he wasn’t a showman and didn’t like to show off. Vinny had spotted it too and shook his head.

      “This might be more serious than we thought,” Choss shouted over the noise of the crowd.

      Gorrax didn’t move, barely seemed to breathe. He ignored the crowd and the noise. Choss could see his eyes on Brokk, following him as he played to the crowd. The referee brought them together in the centre of the ring, but neither man was really paying attention. Brokk seemed unable to stand still whereas Gorrax resembled a statue. The referee made a show of checking the wrappings on the hands of both opponents, but the real checks had been done earlier.

      The referee gave up trying to engage them, quickly ran through the rules and then gestured to the side. As the bell rang, the crowd fell silent, waiting for the first punch.

      Much to Choss’s surprise, Brokk attacked, laying into Gorrax with a series of jabs to the face. Maybe the venthe had given him a dose of courage. It wouldn’t last, especially against such an implacable opponent. Gorrax soaked up the blows like they were nothing, then retaliated with a cross that sent Brokk reeling. The crowd went wild, shouting and calling out a hundred insults and curses at the Vorga.

      The cross had opened a cut above Brokk’s left eye. He angrily wiped at it then came forward again. He didn’t hesitate, didn’t take a moment to study his opponent. He just charged, lashing out with a blurring combination.

      “Something’s wrong,” said Choss, but the noise swallowed his voice and Vinny didn’t hear.

      Gorrax didn’t seem to feel any of the punches as he barely covered up. He took several on the chin, even a sharp uppercut from Brokk’s heavy right. The Vorga’s feet didn’t move and his head barely lifted. Instead of pulling back or working the body, Brokk went berserk, pounding the Vorga’s face as if he wanted to knock him down. Blood began to soak through the coverings on Brokk’s hands as his skin split on the Vorga’s bony face.

      Gorrax let it continue for another minute without retaliating, then he responded, sending Brokk across the ring and against the ropes.

      Before it could devolve any further the bell rang and the two fighters reluctantly separated, going to their corners.

      Choss pulled Vinny close so he didn’t have to shout. “There’s something wrong with Brokk. He’s not just being reckless, he’s angry.”

      Vinny’s eyes were wide. “It’s like he’s forgotten all his training.”

      “I’m going down there,” said Choss, racing down the stairs. Vinny called something after him, but he didn’t hear. He had to do something. Speak to Brokk, maybe even stop the fight.

      Brokk didn’t understand Gorrax and the Vorga. They were born to fight. It was in their blood and in their bones, going back hundreds of generations. Trying to bully Gorrax wouldn’t work. The only way to beat him wasn’t to match his strength but to outsmart him. To take him apart, like a butcher breaking down a carcass into different cuts of meat. It wasn’t that easy. It required giving something more, but Choss shied away from the thought. Away from what he’d done to win on that day two years ago.

      The crowd began cheering and stomping their feet as he ran down one of the aisles towards the ring. It was getting worse. Brokk came out of his corner punching wild and reckless, going for dangerous shots, illegal low blows and even an elbow. The referee got up onto the edge of the ring to object but Brokk sent him tumbling away with the back of his hand. The crowd loved it. They seemed to think it was part of the show and not something to worry about.

      By the time Choss had reached ringside Gorrax was under attack again. Brokk laid into his body, pounding him over and over again, trying to crack a rib or wind him. More blood had seeped through the wrappings on his hands. He left red splashes which stood out against the green of the Vorga’s skin. Gorrax clicked his tongue and Brokk misunderstood the sound. Choss remembered but even as he opened his mouth to warn Brokk it was too late.

      It didn’t mean pain. It meant Gorrax was finally ready for battle. He had warmed up and would now get into the fight. Two lefts and a right sent Brokk back and three jabs cracked his nose. Gorrax pressed his advantage, dodged around a clumsy swing and drove two hard jabs into Brokk’s side. He gasped and stumbled, barely holding himself up, only managing it by resting a hand on the ropes. To his credit Gorrax stepped back.

      The bell rang, marking the end of the second round, but Brokk ignored it. Instead he charged at Gorrax, lashing out wildly, catching the Vorga on the side of the face, finally splitting the skin.

      The crowd shouted and screamed, so loud it made Choss’s ears ring. It seemed as if this was why they had really come. Not for sport, but to see two men beat each other to death. He felt something in the air. A strange prickling against his skin. A desperate hunger flowing towards the ring from every raised voice. He remembered that feeling but didn’t want to. The last time was when he’d been in the ring with Gorrax. People screaming for blood, desperate to see him break the Vorga into pieces. Smash him into a pulp, hear him beg and cry out in pain.

      It had gone far enough. Choss started to climb onto the edge of the ring to stop the fight, but someone grabbed him from behind. He shook them off and tried to move forward again, but more hands pulled him back. To his surprise the hands belonged to people in the crowd, half a dozen men and women. More put their hands on him, locking him in place, weighing him down until sheer numbers stopped him from moving.

      “What are you doing?” he shouted but they didn’t respond, didn’t seem to hear him. Looking in their eyes his heart skipped a beat. They were open and blinking, but they looked straight through him, as if they weren’t seeing him at all. As if none of them knew where they were or what was happening.

      Looking at the crowd Choss saw the same distant expression over and over, even on the faces of those cheering. In the ring Brokk had become desperate. Blood ran from his hands, his elbows and even his knees were red. There were a few cuts on Gorrax, but not many. Something metal landed in the middle of the ring, glinting in the light. Brokk scooped it up and slashed at Gorrax’s arm.

      This time the clacking sound he made with his tongue was one of pain. For a few seconds both fighters stopped and just stared at each other. Gorrax looked at the knife in Brokk’s hand, then the green blood dripping to the floor.

      Something started to push its way forward from the back of Choss’s mind. Strong emotions he’d buried and dark thoughts that he’d never dare mention to anyone. With them came a terrible rage and inside his chest his heart began to race. Calling out for blood, calling out for the feeling of something breaking beneath his power. A sacrifice to his might.

      Closing his eyes Choss blotted out the noise and went down into himself. Into the cool and calm place he lived in during a fight. It was the only way to win. By staying calm and letting his instincts guide him. Anger would only get you so far. It might even help you to win a few fights, until you met someone with more stamina. He’d come too far to go back to that. He wasn’t that boy any more, trying to provoke his dad to hit him so that no one else got hurt.

      With a roar that was lost in the crowd, Choss thrashed about, shaking off many hands, but more grabbed him. Brokk had cut Gorrax in half a dozen places and finally the Vorga started to let go. He’d made a promise, but it wouldn’t hold him indefinitely. Choss was actually surprised he’d lasted this long. Gorrax grabbed Brokk by the shoulders, lifted him off the ground and bit into his shoulder. The crowd cheered wildly at the sight of more blood splashing across the ring. Women were shrieking so much they sounded like birds and the men were growling like wild animals. As Choss’s heart thumped in his chest he heard a louder echo flowing around the arena. Something bigger and primal, like he’d rested his head against the chest of a ragged horse. A monstrous heartbeat filled the arena. A drumbeat so deep he felt it in his bones.

      Brokk continued to slash at Gorrax and he retaliated in kind, biting chunks of flesh, ripping muscle and then finally snapping bone. One of Brokk’s arms came off, torn away at the shoulder, but he didn’t fall and blue foam bubbled from his mouth like a rabid dog. Brokk stabbed Gorrax in the stomach and with a shrill cry the Vorga grabbed his opponent by the neck and snapped it like a twig.

      As the dead body hit the ring Choss heard a loud crack, like a tree breaking in a storm. But it was more than that. He felt it, as if someone had broken one of his bones deep inside, then snapped it back into place. The crowd fell silent. People began to shake, coming awake from a dark and terrible nightmare. A dream of blood and violence. A dream of slaughter.

      Those holding Choss let go and stepped back, embarrassed and making apologies. No one seemed to know what they’d been doing or why. Everyone stared around the arena and finally all eyes came to rest on the ring. The bloody Vorga splashed red all over and the mangled, chewed body of Brokk on the floor.

      People started screaming and panicking, pushing and shoving each other to get away from the ring. In a mad rush of feet the crowd scrambled to get out of the slaughterhouse. They didn’t want blood. They wanted to escape, to go back to their lives and forget what they’d seen. No matter how much he drank, or how hard he tried, Choss wasn’t sure he’d ever forget and he doubted they would too.
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      Vargus stared into his mug of ale, careful not to look at the man sat opposite. He didn’t need to see the fear, or the lies.

      Vargus appeared to be just a grizzled warrior, battle-scarred with a sword on his back, but he was so much more than that. Neither of them was what they appeared to be at first glance.

      The tavern, humble by the most generous of standards, was empty apart from the owner behind the bar and an old man dozing in the corner. The rest of the villagers were out working in the fields or the forests. Flimsy walls barely held the building upright and the wind found its way through gaps in the window frames. The gloom inside was chased back with worn nubs of candles, their flames wobbling in the breeze.

      The room was so quiet the silence hummed in the ears.

      “I heard a story recently,” said Vargus, wetting his lips with a taste of ale. It was light, crisp and there was a hint of something citrus. “It was about the Brotherhood.”

      The man sat opposite said nothing. He just swallowed nervously, making no move to pick up his mug of ale. He’d asked for wine but they didn’t have the money to grow grapes out here.

      “I followed the rumours and they led me to Yerskania. There I found a group who’d been calling themselves the Brotherhood. It was a twisted version of what came before, based on ritual sacrifice. It was almost as if someone was trying to poison the Brotherhood, perhaps in the hope that it would die. That my legacy might die.”

      “I had nothing to do with that,” protested the Lord of Light.

      “Sadly, all of those involved were killed,” said the Weaver.

      “Good. Then that’s the end of it.” The Lord of Light offered a tight smile and raised his mug, then changed his mind, setting it down on the table.

      “Not quite,” said Vargus. “You see, the group was being funded by someone abroad. Someone who wanted to start another war. I found out the money came from Zecorria.”

      “Ah. Then you want me to find this person?” said the Lord of Light. After all, his was the dominant religion in Zecorria. He was smiling, suddenly happy to help, and yet sweat trickled down the sides of his face.

      “No, I found him too. It turned out to be a priest,” said Vargus. His hand tightened on his mug and the clay started to crack, ale seeping onto the table. After finding out what kind of a man the priest was he’d found it difficult to repress the urge to crush his skull like the mug. Vargus eased his grip and took another sip before it was all gone. The golden liquid ran across the table and started to drip onto the floor.

      Vargus raised his mug towards the owner for another.

      “Here, have mine,” said the Lord of Light, pushing his full mug across the table. “I can’t drink this swill.”

      “Imagine my surprise when I discovered the money came from High Priest Filbin, Most Holy, most beloved of the Lord of Light,” said Vargus, raising his eyes to stare at the boy.

      “You didn’t —”

      “Oh no, he’s alive. If he were to die horribly then the blame could fall on one of his many enemies. And who knows what might follow. Probably more violence.”

      “What did you do to him?” asked the boy.

      “Nothing. Filbin and I just talked. We talked for a long time about everything. In fact when I left he couldn’t stop talking,” said Vargus, watching as the blood drained from the boy’s face. “He had an urgent need to tell people the truth. I heard he filled the cathedral and then gave a powerful sermon about receiving divine instruction. He spoke about how his God told him to start another war. About how he’d molested dozens of children and that he’d been stealing money from the church for years.”

      “What have you done?” asked the Lord of Light, utterly aghast.

      “I hear Filbin had to step down from his role as High Priest. He’s currently being cared for in a safe and secure place, somewhere in the country.”

      The Lord of Light started to get to his feet. “I have to go. I must fix this.”

      Vargus grabbed him by the wrist and pulled him back into his seat. His fingers tightened around the boy’s arm until he looked him in the eye.

      “I warned you,” said Vargus. “I told you not to interfere, that we don’t interfere, but you didn’t listen. You thought you were being clever, that I wouldn’t find out.”

      Reaching over his shoulder with his free hand Vargus drew his sword. The boy’s eyes widened in alarm and he desperately looked around the room for some help. That was when he noticed they were alone. The landlord and the old man were gone. He tried to pull his hand free but Vargus didn’t move.

      “Have mercy, Weaver!” wailed the boy. Vargus stood up, dragging the Lord of Light to his feet. “What about my followers? How will they cope without my guidance?”

      “What about the Lady of Light? I’m sure she can guide them in your absence.”

      Despite the circumstances the Lord of Light sneered. “She’s an idiot. My people need a strong hand to guide them.”

      “You mean interfere with their lives.”

      “Wait, wait!” said the boy as Vargus raised his sword. “The entire religion will fade without me.”

      Vargus briefly lowered his sword and laughed. “The Maker has been absent for a thousand years and there are more of his churches than ever before. If the faith of your followers is strong then it will endure, and so will you.”

      “You can’t do this. You have no right!”

      “No more words,” said Vargus, swinging his sword. The boy raised a hand to ward off the blow but the sword cut cleanly through his fingers and then his neck. Four fingers tumbled to the floor alongside the boy’s head. It rolled across the ground and came to rest in front of the empty fireplace. His gaping mouth continued to scream and his eyes rolled around frantically.

      The boy’s body remained standing upright but as Vargus reached into the Lord of Light’s chest it started to convulse. Vargus dug deeper with his fingers until he found the boy’s essence. He pulled it free and the body dropped to the floor, a lifeless sack of meat. The head died and fell silent, but in his mind Vargus could still hear the boy screaming. Now the sound came from the purple and black swirling orb sat on the table.

      Vargus brought his blade down on the orb and it cracked. Energy exploded as the orb shattered, blowing the walls of the tavern apart, blasting off the roof and turning every piece of furniture into kindling. Power continued to seep out of the core, flying to the four winds, scattering the Lord of Light across the world. After a few seconds it was done and silence returned. The screaming inside faded away and Vargus stood up in the ruins of the tavern. Nothing remained except tumbled stone.

      After a short walk Vargus stopped in front of a horse and cart laden with belongings. He passed the tavern owner a bag of gold to help him rebuild, shook his hand and watched him ride away.

      “You heard everything?” asked Vargus.

      “Yes,” said the Lady of Light, stepping out of the trees. “Will he come back?”

      “Eventually, if their faith in him endures.” Vargus turned his steely gaze on the girl. “I hope you’ll be smarter than he was.”

      “I had nothing to do with any of it.”

      “I know, otherwise you’d be sharing his fate. Just remember, I’ll be watching.”

      Vargus left her alone by the side of the road in the pouring rain.

       

      The lifeless banqueting hall echoed with the sound of Vargus’s breathing as he walked towards the head of the table. As the first to arrive he took a moment to study the black wooden edifice and run his fingers across the grain. It revealed a landscape of tiny mountains and valleys, rivers and streams. The table had been here for as long as he could remember, which was a very long time, and yet in all those years he’d never seen the like before in the world. It was made of a single piece of wood, which seemed impossible. Perhaps once, when the world had been young, giant trees such as this had covered the land.

      Other furnishings started to appear around Vargus. Huge marble fireplaces tall enough to walk into. Tapestries from nations long dead and forgotten, but he barely paid them any attention. Everything was an illusion tailored to his mind. A world within a world that best suited his memories. Nothing really existed except the table and chairs. Every person that stepped into the hall would see something different, something comforting and familiar.

      The others started to arrive shortly after, in pairs and groups. Kai, the Eater of Souls, approached him, looking to be in good health, and a quick check told Vargus it wasn’t bluster. Something had changed and Kai was doing well, quite a turnaround from a year ago during the war. Vargus heard Nethun before he saw him, bellowing and laughing as he greeted others, relentless and eternal as the oceans.

      With a broad smile Vargus clasped his hand and they exchanged a few words while waiting for the rest to arrive.

      One or two faces were missing, but no one said anything about them. The Lord of Light’s chair also remained empty, and although one or two glanced at it, no one said anything out loud.

      Towards the far end of the table Vargus spotted a new face, a young man with red hair, but he didn’t go over and introduce himself. Many had come and gone over the years. If the young man survived and flourished, then eventually they would meet and become familiar with one another, either here or out in the world.

      Normally Vargus found his eyes drawn to the Blessed Mother, but today all eyes were pulled towards Summer. She was at the height of her power and the air around her stirred with musk, an earthy smell that spoke of tasty food and sex. Staring at her voluptuous curves Vargus felt his mouth go dry and his imagination began to wander in an obvious direction. He forced his attention away and the feelings began to subside.

      The Lady of Light appeared but hardly anyone noticed as she didn’t attempt to make an entrance. When everyone had finally arrived, Nethun, as one of the eldest, took his seat and the rest followed suit.

      “Several people asked for this meeting and if they hadn’t I would’ve,” said Nethun in his usual brusque manner. “There were rumours and now it’s been confirmed. Someone is killing people in Perizzi using magic. While not unusual in itself, the method is familiar. Every victim is being drained of all energy. The last time something like this happened was five years ago, and we all know what nearly happened then.”

      A rumble of conversation flowed up and down the table and Nethun allowed it to continue for a minute before banging his meaty hand on the table for silence. “Our rule, passed down from the Maker, is that we don’t interfere in the course of world events. The mortals must be free to make their own decisions. However, what transpired was not natural and if left unchecked it would have destroyed the world. Back then we all agreed that if it became necessary, we would step in. Through great sacrifice the mortals succeeded without our help. Now, I’m calling for a vote again. We need to stand ready.”

      Vargus took a moment to look down the full length of the table. He saw a lot of scared and worried faces, for their followers and themselves. What lived beyond the Veil was not like them and yet sometimes it pretended to be. Whispering secrets, sharing pieces of knowledge and promising great rewards that some mortals could not resist.

      They only had one rule, which had rarely been broken, and now Nethun was asking them to do it again.

      “All those in favour, raise your hand,” said Nethun. A few followed his lead, immediately raising their hand, while others deliberated a little while before deciding. One or two crossed their arms, stubbornly refusing to even consider going against the rule, while others eventually went with the majority. The Lady of Light took a moment before slowly raising her hand. Halfway down the table Kai met Vargus’s eyes and winked, his hand firmly aloft.

      Nethun looked up and down the table, counting the number for and against. Apart from half a dozen everyone had voted in favour of action.

      “It’s decided,” said Nethun. “One of us will travel to Perizzi and remain in the shadows until such a time as they are needed. I nominate Vargus. Does anyone object?”

      Nethun looked down the table but only four raised their hands. All of them were known to Vargus. Two had grudges against him and the other two were new and probably trying to get noticed by opposing him. As before, Nethun gave everyone another minute to decide, but no one else raised their hand.

      “Done and done,” said Nethun, running a hand over his big bald head. “Is there anything else?”

      “Since no one else has asked the obvious, I will,” said Winter, tapping her blue fingernails on the table. “Balfruss killed the Warlock. The Red Tower is broken and supposedly no students are being trained there. So where did this magical killer come from? Who taught him such a black art?”

      No one had an answer, or at least no one was willing to volunteer one. Vargus knew something like this could not go unnoticed. Someone knew who was responsible.

      “What about Balfruss?” asked someone new from further down the table. “Where is he?”

      Many looked towards Vargus, hoping he had an answer. Most around the table knew that he’d been there on the front line and fought beside the now infamous Battlemage. Those who didn’t were at least familiar with his name and many were afraid. For as dangerous as the Warlock had been, ultimately he’d been defeated and Balfruss was still out there.

      “Could he be responsible for this? Is he still alive?” asked the Blessed Mother.

      “He was,” said Vargus. “When the war ended he went to live with the First People. After that I lost track of him.”

      All eyes turned towards Elwei, Lord of the First People and the northern tribes. Most forgot Elwei was there during their meetings as he remained silent unless called upon. Even though he was in the room with them, Vargus always had the impression part of him was elsewhere, listening and watching.

      Elwei’s face was partly hidden by a dusty grey headscarf, but Vargus could see the stark lines of his lean face, his crooked nose, one glinting eye. A loose grey garment covered his lean body but his arms were bare, his black skin decorated with faded blue tattoos. Sat down he seemed no taller than anyone else, but on his feet he towered over everyone.

      Elwei didn’t move, and if being the focus of everyone’s attention bothered him it didn’t show.

      “Is he asleep?” someone asked, one of the youngest.

      “You have a question?” asked Elwei, his sonorous voice startling a few. They’d probably never heard him speak before.

      Nethun grinned at their discomfort. “Yes brother, did Balfruss stay with the First People?”

      “He did, for a time.”

      “And where did he go after that?”

      “He crossed the Dead Sea and travelled north into the endless jungle. He’s there among my people even now. He is becoming.”

      More than a few were baffled by the old pilgrim’s words. Vargus had not believed Balfruss was involved with the murders. When they’d met during the fighting last year the mage had seemed a good, if serious sort of man, but at least this ruled him out in the minds of others.

      “Becoming what?” asked one of the newcomers, a boy with red hair. His words echoed around the hall in the silence that followed.

      Slowly, as if the movement were difficult, Elwei turned his head towards the boy who paled under the intensity of Elwei’s stare.

      “Yes, that is the right question,” said Elwei.

      Nethun hid a smile behind his hand and Vargus turned his face away until he’d smothered his grin. The youngster looked even more confused and he wasn’t the only one. Elwei seemed inscrutable to most, but Vargus had known him long enough to unravel his sense of humour. He knew Elwei wouldn’t volunteer any information unless he thought it was the right time or the person was worthy of having such knowledge.

      “If there’s nothing else,” said Nethun, once he’d stopped grinning. No one raised their voice, so he stood, signalling the meeting was over. The Lady of Light left immediately, disappearing in the blink of an eye. A few stayed to chat and exchange information and the rest started to drift away.

      Nethun approached Vargus and they moved a short distance away from the others.

      “How long will it take you to reach Perizzi?” asked the sailor.

      “I’m already there,” said Vargus. Nethun raised an eyebrow in question.

      “I’ve been in the west for the last year, keeping an eye on things. Some people here are keen to see things stirred up again, start a new war,” he said, glancing over the sailor’s shoulder at a few faces. “And I won’t let that happen.”

      “No, we won’t,” promised Nethun. “Not again.”
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      When the front door of his shop opened Fray tried to hide his surprise with a smile. The woman shuffled in, stared at the bare stained walls, the battered table and mismatched chairs before turning her gaze on him. As their eyes met he barely held on to the smile, but then it softened, becoming something sympathetic and genuine.

      “Hello mother,” he said, since she looked old enough to be his mother. The tight grey hair in a bun, the stoop of her back, the cracked skin on her hands and the lines around her mouth spoke of a hard life. A life spent scrubbing floors, or gutting fish, not laughing and carousing, drinking and gambling. Her clothes were modest and practical, warm and well-used, which told him she didn’t have money to spare, or that she spent it on someone else. Even the basket she carried was battered and had seen better days, but she continued to use it.

      He took several cushions from under the table and added them to the chair on her side of the table to make it more comfortable. Taking her hand, as if she were a member of the aristocracy, he guided her to the chair, waiting until she had sat down and looked comfortable, before taking a seat opposite.

      A little smile touched her face but then she sighed and it faded. He knew that sound. It came from the bottom of her soul and was a sound he’d heard many times. It couldn’t be faked. And from that single exhalation of breath he knew the shape and the weight of her loss. Fray wasn’t quite ready to wade in, so he stalled and mentally began to prepare for what would be needed.

      “Would you like some tea?” he asked.

      “Yes, thank you.”

      He ducked into the small room at the back, set the kettle over the fire and they chatted idly about the weather as they waited for it to boil. The glasses were old and battered and the pot didn’t match, but she didn’t care. He set the pot on the table to steep, put out a few withered slices of lemon and even the pastry he’d been saving for later. She accepted the tea and lemon, but refused the pastry, for which he was grateful as hunger already gnawed at him.

      “I’m Fray.”

      “Sanna.”

      “Tell me about yourself, Sanna,” he said, sitting back and waiting for his tea to cool.

      “Not much to tell,” she said in a firm voice. He raised an eyebrow and Sanna relented, shaking her head slightly. “I used to be a dancer, not a gaudy titty-flasher. A proper one you only saw in theatres. Things were going well, but I was young and stupid. I trusted the wrong man, someone with money. Then I ended up with a child, no husband and no money. After that I took work where I could find it, and we got by. We did all right, me and my boy.”

      Despite the tragic turn of events she’d described there wasn’t any resentment in her voice. But then her bottom lip began to wobble. Before it went any further Sanna took a loud slurp of her tea and cursed that it was too hot. Fray looked away, giving her time. When she spoke again her voice didn’t waver.

      “My boy, Jerrum, grew up to be a good man. He made me proud when he joined the Queen’s army. Then the war came along.”

      Fray didn’t need to hear the rest. She wasn’t the first and wouldn’t be the last person who’d lost someone in the war to set foot in his shop.

      “Do you have something that belonged to him?”

      Sanna reached into her basket and brought out a blue shirt, a pair of trousers and even a battered hat. She set them on the table and Fray lightly ran his hands over the items, feeling the fabric and stretching his senses, waiting for the familiar prickle across his scalp. He tapped the shirt with two fingers and with some reluctance she let him pull it to his side of the table.

      From under the table he produced a blindfold, but before she put it on, her expression became sheepish. It couldn’t be about the blindfold. If she knew where to find him then she would already be aware of his rules. Everyone believed it was necessary to protect them from the spirits and Fray did nothing to correct this misconception.

      “Is something wrong?” he asked.

      “I don’t have much money to spare.”

      “That’s fine.”

      “I heard you took goods in trade,” she said, reaching into her basket again. Fray touched her hand and she stopped cold, as if he were holding a knife to her throat. He quickly withdrew his hand and she relaxed, but then had the grace to look guilty. But she didn’t apologise. He swallowed the bitterness and felt it pass through him. It was just how things were at the moment.

      “We’ll sort it out after,” he said, filling the awkward silence that threatened to swallow them both. Pointing at the blindfold again he settled back, taking the shirt in both hands and waiting until her eyes were covered.

      Fray took a few deep breaths to calm himself and then stared down at the shirt. Reaching out with his mind he stretched towards the sound of the sea at the edges of his perception. It was always there, almost out of reach. All he had to do was concentrate on it. The world around Fray juddered slightly and a ripple spread out with him at its centre, as if the air was made of water.

      Everything around Fray shifted slightly, becoming brighter, the colours deeper, the smells richer. Staring at the shirt he could see the weave of the material, smell the faintest whiff of leather and feel the coarseness against his fingertips. Pulling his focus away from the shirt he searched the air around him for a faint thread. Something to indicate the connection that he’d felt earlier.

      After a few seconds he could see it. A faint red wire that sparkled like a string of pearls dipped in blood. It stretched away from the shirt across the room, disappearing through the wall on his right. Although it didn’t have any physical weight Fray imagined himself pulling on it and his hands involuntarily made a beckoning gesture. To his surprise the shade responded quickly, appearing in the room as if he’d been waiting to be summoned.

      “I see him,” said Fray, staring at the broad-shouldered man who had Sanna’s eyes and smile. For some reason Jerrum wore his Yerskani uniform, suggesting his devotion to the army. He didn’t show any of the fatal wounds he must have suffered, for which Fray was grateful. Being told how someone had died was bad enough; he didn’t need to see it. Most didn’t show any injuries, but some shades were so shocked by the moment of their death it imprinted itself upon the fragment that remained.

      “How does he look?” asked Sanna.

      “He’s wearing his uniform. He looks… happy,” said Fray, knowing how strange that sounded, but it was the truth. He felt some sadness from Jerrum, no doubt at being separated from his devoted mother, but mostly Fray felt his sense of pride. Jerrum gestured towards his mother and Fray heard the corresponding words in his mind. “He said to mention the red brooch he gave you for your birthday when he was a boy. The one he stole from the fat jeweller with the wooden leg.”

      “Blessed Mother,” wept Sanna, dabbing at her eyes as a sob escaped her lips.

      Fray offered her a wry smile, even though she couldn’t see it. “He said to tell you that so you’d know I wasn’t tricking you.”

      “What else?” she asked and Fray cocked his head to one side, listening as Jerrum made a complex series of gestures.

      “He misses you and he’s sorry to leave you alone. He hopes you can forgive him.”

      Sanna sobbed and laughed at the same time. “Tell him there’s nothing to forgive.”

      Jerrum turned away from his mother and stared at Fray, his expression turning serious. His mouth moved silently and Fray’s eyebrows arched in surprise.

      “Is he still there? What’s he saying?” asked Sanna.

      “A minute, please,” said Fray, his attention still focused on the shade. “You can trust me. I swear it by the Maker.”

      “I know I can trust you,” said Sanna, thinking he was speaking to her. Jerrum nodded gravely and then made another series of gestures, pointing at his mother several times.

      “He wants you to know that he’s still going to take care of you.” Fray saw Sanna shift in her chair, suddenly uncomfortable despite the cushions. This wasn’t what she’d expected to happen. A few personal anecdotes, a message of love and something to help her move on with the rest of her life. That’s all they wanted and what most needed to hear.
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