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ONE


HIGHTOWER


Everyone loved a good execution.


From the walls of Imperial Cathama to the farthest reach of the Revolution, there was no citizen of the Scar who could think of a finer way to spend an afternoon than watching the walls get painted with bits of dissidents. And behind the walls of Revolutionary Hightower that day, there was an electricity in the air felt by every citizen.


Crowds gathered to watch the dirt, still damp from yesterday’s execution, be swept away from the stake. The firing squad sat nearby, polishing their gunpikes and placing bets on who would hit the heart of the poor asshole who got tied up today. Merchants barked nearby, selling everything from refreshments to souvenirs so people could remember this day where everyone got off work for a few short hours to see another enemy of the Revolution be strung up and gunned down.


Not like there was a hell of a lot else to do in Hightower lately.


For her part, Governor-Militant Tretta Stern did her best to ignore all of it: the crowds gathering beneath her window outside the prison, their voices crowing for blood, the wailing children and the laughing men. She kept her focus on the image in the mirror as she straightened her uniform’s blue coat. Civilians could be excused such craven bloodlust. Officers of the Revolution answered a higher call.


Her black hair, severely short-cropped and oiled against her head, was befitting an officer. Jacket cinched tight, trousers pressed and belted, saber at her hip, all without a trace of dust, lint, or rust. And most crucially, the face that had sent a hundred foes to the grave with a word stared back at her, unflinching.


One might wonder what the point in getting dressed up for an execution was; after all, it wasn’t like the criminal scum who would be buried in a shallow grave in six hours would give a shit. But being an officer of the Revolution meant upholding certain standards. And Tretta hadn’t earned her post by being slack.


She took a moment to adjust the medals on her lapel before leaving her quarters. Two guards fired off crisp salutes before straightening their gunpikes and marching exactly three rigid paces behind her. Morning sunlight poured in through the windows as they marched down the stairs to Cadre Command. Guards and officers alike called to attention at her passing, raising arms as they saluted. She offered a cursory nod in response, bidding them at ease as she made her way to the farthest door of the room.


The guard stationed there glanced up. “Governor-Militant,” he acknowledged, saluting.


“Sergeant,” Tretta replied. “How have you found the prisoner?”


“Recalcitrant and disrespectful,” he said. “The prisoner began the morning by hurling the assigned porridge at the guard detail, spewing several obscenities, and making forceful suggestions as to the professional and personal conduct of the guard’s mother.” He sniffed, lip curling. “In summation, more or less what we’d expect from a Vagrant.”


Tretta spared an impressed look. Considering the situation, she had expected much worse.


She made a gesture. The guard complied, unlocking the massive iron door and pushing it open. She and her escorts descended into the darkness of Hightower’s prison, and the silence of empty cells greeted her.


Like all Revolutionary outposts, Hightower had been built to accommodate prisoners: Imperium aggressors, counterrevolutionaries, bandit outlaws, and even the occasional Vagrant. Unlike most Revolutionary outposts, Hightower was far away from any battleground in the Scar and didn’t see much use for its cells. Any captive outlaw tended to be executed in fairly short order for crimes against the Revolution, as the civilians tended to become restless without the entertainment.


In all her time stationed at Hightower, Tretta had visited the prison exactly twice, including today. The first time had been to offer an Imperium spy posing as a bandit clemency in exchange for information. Thirty minutes later, she put him in front of the firing squad. Up until then, he’d been the longest-serving captive in Hightower.


Thus far, her current prisoner had broken the record by two days.


The interrogation room lay at the very end of the row of cells, another iron door flanked by two guards. Both fired off a salute as they pulled open the door, its hinges groaning.


Twenty feet by twenty feet, possessed of nothing more than a table with two chairs and a narrow slit of a window by which to catch a beam of light, the interrogation room was little more than a slightly larger cell with a slightly nicer door. The window, set high up near the ceiling, afforded no ventilation and the room was stifling hot.


Not that you’d know it from looking at the prisoner.


A woman—perhaps in her late twenties, Tretta suspected—sat at one end of the table. Dressed in dirty trousers and boots to match, the sleeves and hem of her white shirt cut to bare the tattoos racing down her forearms and most of the great scar that wended its way from her collarbone down to her belly; it was the sort of garish garb you’d expect to find on a Vagrant. Her hair, Imperial white, was shorn roughly on the sides and tied back in an unruly tail. And despite the suffocating heat, she was calm, serene, and pale as ice.


There was nothing about this woman that Tretta didn’t despise.


She didn’t look up as the Governor-Militant entered, paid no heed to the pair of armed men trailing behind her. Her hands, manacled together, rested patiently atop the table. Even when Tretta took a seat across from her, she hardly seemed to notice. The prisoner’s eyes, pale and as blue as shallow water, seemed to be looking somewhere else. Her face, thin and sharp and marred by a long scar over her right eye, seemed unperturbed by her imminent gruesome death.


That galled Tretta more than she would have liked to admit.


The Governor-Militant leaned forward, steepling her fingers in front of her, giving the woman a chance to realize what a world of shit she was in. But after a minute of silence, she merely held out one hand. A sheaf of papers appeared there a moment later, thrust forward by one of her guards. She laid it out before her and idly flipped through it.


“I won’t tell you that you can save yourself,” she said after a time. “An officer of the Revolution speaks only truths.” She glanced up at the woman, who did not react. “Within six hours, you’ll be executed for crimes against the Glorious Revolution of the Fist and Flame. Nothing you can say will change this fact. You deserve to die for your crimes.” She narrowed her eyes. “And you will.”


The woman, at last, reacted. Her manacles rattled a little as she reached up and scratched at the scars on her face.


Tretta sneered and continued. “What you can change,” she said, “is how quickly it goes. The Revolution is not beyond mercy.” She flipped to a page, held it up before her. “In exchange for information regarding the events of the week of Masens eleventh through twentieth, up to and including the massacre of the township of Stark’s Mutter, the destruction of the freehold of Lowstaff, and the disappearance of Revolutionary Low Sergeant Cavric Proud, I am willing to guarantee, on behalf of the Cadre, a swift and humane death.”


She set the paper aside, leaned forward. The woman stared just to the left of Tretta’s gaze.


“A lot of people are dead because of you,” Tretta said. “One of our soldiers is missing because of you. Before these six hours are up and you’re dead and buried, two things are going to happen: I’m going to find out precisely what happened and you’re going to decide whether you go by a single bullet or a hundred blades.” She laid her hands flat on the table. “What you say next will determine how much blood we see today. Think very carefully before you speak.”


At this, the woman finally looked into Tretta’s eyes. No fear there, she looked calm and placid as ever. And when she spoke, it was weakly.


“May I,” she said, “have a drink?”


Tretta blinked. “A drink.”


The woman smiled softly at her manacled hands. “It’s hot.”


Tretta narrowed her eyes but made a gesture all the same. One of her guards slipped out the door, returning a moment later with a jug and a glass. He filled it, slid it over to the prisoner. She took it up and sipped at it, smacked her lips, then looked down at the glass.


“The fuck is this?” she asked.


Tretta furrowed her brow. “Water. What else would it be?”


“I was figuring gin or something,” she said.


“You asked for water.”


“I asked for a drink,” the woman shot back. “With all the fuss you’re making about how you’re going to kill me, I thought you’d at least send me out with something decent. Don’t I get a final request?”


Tretta’s face screwed up in offense. “No.”


The woman made a pouting face. “I would in Cathama.”


“You’re not in Cathama,” Tretta snarled. “You’re not anywhere near the Imperium and the only imperialist scum within a thousand miles are all buried in graves beside the one I intend to put you in.”


“Yeah, you’ve been pretty clear on that,” the woman replied, making a flippant gesture. “Crimes against the Revolution and so on. Not that I’d ever call you a liar, madam, but are you sure you’ve got the right girl? There’s plenty of scum in the Scar who must have offended you worse than me.”


“I am certain.” Tretta seized the papers, flipped to a page toward the front. “Prisoner number fifteen-fifteen-five, alias”—she glared over the paper at the woman—“Sal the Cacophony.”


Sal’s lip curled into a crooked grin. She made as elegant a bow as one could when manacled and sitting in a chair.


“Madam.”


“Real identity unknown, place of birth unknown, hometown unknown,” Tretta continued, reading from the paper. “Professed occupation: bounty hunter.”


“I prefer ‘manhunter.’ Sounds more dramatic.”


“Convicted—recently—of murder in twelve townships, arson in three freeholds, unlawful possession of Revolutionary Relics, heresy against Haven, petty larceny—”


“There was nothing petty about that larceny.” She reached forward. “Let me see that sheet.”


“—blasphemy, illegal use of magic, kidnapping, extortion, and so on and so on and so on.” Tretta slammed the paper down against the table. “In short, everything I would expect from a common Vagrant. And like a common Vagrant, I expect not a damn soul in the Scar is going to shed a tear over what puts you in the ground. But what makes you different is that you’ve got the chance to do something vaguely good before you die, which is a sight more than what your fellow scum get before the birds pick their corpses clean.”


She clenched her jaw, spat her next words. “So, if you’ve got any decency left to your name, however fake it might be, you’ll tell me what happened. In Stark’s Mutter, in Lowstaff, and to my soldier, Cavric Proud.”


Sal pursed her lips, regarded Tretta through an ice-water stare. She stiffened in her chair and Tretta matched her pose. The two women stared each other down for a moment, as though either of them expected the other to tear out a blade and start swinging.


As it was, Tretta nearly did just that when Sal finally broke the silence.


“Have you seen many Vagrants dead, madam?” she asked, voice soft.


“Many,” Tretta replied, terse.


“When they died, what did they say?”


Tretta narrowed her eyes. “Cursing, mostly. Cursing the Imperium they served, cursing the luck that sent them to me, cursing me for sending them back to the hell that spawned them.”


“I guess no one ever knows what their last words will be.” Sal traced a finger across the scar over her eye, her eyes fixed on some distant spot beyond the walls of her cell. “But I know mine won’t be cursing.” She clicked her tongue. “I’ll tell you what you want to know, madam, about Lowstaff, about Cavric, everything. I’ll give you everything you want and you can put a bullet in my head or cut it off or have me torn apart by birds. I won’t protest. All I ask is one thing.”


Tretta tensed and reached for her saber as Sal leaned across the table. And a grin as long and sharp as a blade etched itself across her face.


“Remember my last words.”


Tretta didn’t achieve her rank by indulging prisoners, let alone ones as vile as a Vagrant. She achieved it through the support and respect of the men and women who saluted her every morning. And she didn’t get that by letting their fates go unknown.


And so, for the sake of them and the Revolution she served, she nodded. And the Vagrant leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes.


“It started,” she said softly, “with the last rain.”




TWO


RIN’S SUMP


You ever want to know what a man is made of, you do three things.


First, you see what he does when the weather turns nasty.


When it rains in Cathama, the pampered Imperials crowd beneath the awnings in their cafés and wait for their mages to change the skies. When it snows in Haven, they file right into church and thank their Lord for it. And when it gets hot in Weiless, as you know, they ascribe the sun to an Imperial plot and vow to redouble their Revolutionary efforts.


But in the Scar? When it pours rain and thunders so hard that you swim through the streets and can’t hear yourself drown? Well, they just pull their cloaks tighter and keep going.


And that’s just what I was doing that night when I got into this whole mess.


Rin’s Sump, as you can guess by the name, was the sort of town where rain didn’t bother people much. Even when lightning flashed so bright you’d swear it was day, life in the Scar was hard enough that a little apocalyptic weather wouldn’t hinder anyone. And as the streets turned to mud under their feet and the roofs shook beneath the weight of the downpour, the people of the township just tucked their chins into their coats, pulled their hats down low, and kept going about their business.


Just like I was doing. One more shapeless, sexless figure in the streets, hidden beneath a cloak and a scarf pulled around her head. No one raised a brow at my white hair, looked at me like they were guessing what I had under my cloak, or even so much as glanced at me. They had their own shit to deal with that night.


Which was fine by me. So did I. And the kind of shit I got into, I could always use a few less eyes on me.


Every other house in Rin’s Sump was dark as night, but the tavern—a dingy little two-story shack at the center of town—was lit up. Light shone bright enough to illuminate the dirt on the windows, the stripped paint on the front, and the ugly sign swinging on squeaky hinges: RALP’S LAST RESORT.


Apt name.


And it proved even more apt when I pushed the door open and took a glance inside.


Standing there, sopping wet, water dripping off me to form a small ocean around my boots, I imagined I looked a little like a dead cat hauled out of an outhouse. And I still looked a damn sight better than the inside of that bar.


A fine layer of dust tried nobly to obscure a much-less-fine layer of splinters over the ill-tended-to chairs and tables lining the common hall. A stage that probably once had hosted a variety of bad acts now stood dark; a single voccaphone stood in their place, playing a tune that was popular back when the guy who wrote it was still alive. Rooms upstairs had probably once held a few prostitutes, if there ever were prostitutes luckless enough to work a township like this. I’d have called the place a mausoleum if it weren’t for the people, but they looked like they might have found a crypt a little cozier.


There were a few kids—two boys, a girl—in the back, sipping on whatever bottle of swill they could afford and staring at the table. Laborers, I wagered—some young punks the locals used for cheap jobs with cheap pay to buy cheap liquor. And behind the bar was a large man in dirty clothes, idly rubbing the only clean glass in the place with a cloth.


He set that glass down as I approached. The cloth he had been polishing it with was likely used to polish something else, if the grime around the glass was any evidence.


No matter. I wouldn’t need to be here long.


Ralp—I assumed—didn’t bother asking me what I wanted. In the Scar, you’re lucky if they give you a choice of two drinks. And if you had any luck at all, you didn’t wind up in a place called Rin’s Sump.


He reached for a cask behind the bar but stopped as I cleared my throat and shot him a warning glare. With a nod, he held up a bottle of whiskey—Avonin & Sons, by the look of the black label—and looked at me for approval. I nodded, tossed a silver knuckle on the counter. He didn’t start pouring until he picked it up, made sure it was real, and pocketed it.


“Passing through?” he asked, with the kind of tone that suggested habit more than interest.


“Does anyone ever stay?” I asked back, taking a sip of bitter brown.


“Only if they make enough mistakes.” Ralp shot a pointed glance to the youths drinking in the corner. “Your first was stopping in here instead of moving on. Roads are going to be mud for days after this. No one’s getting out without a bird.”


“I’ve got a mount,” I said, grinning over my glass. “And here I thought you’d be happy for a little extra money.”


“Won’t turn down metal,” Ralp said. He eyed me over, raising a brow as it seemed to suddenly dawn on him that I was a woman under that wet, stinking cloak. “But if you really want to make me happy—”


“I’ll tell you what.” I held up a finger. “Finishing that thought might make you happy in the short term, but keeping it to yourself will make you not get punched in the mouth in the long term.” I smiled as sweetly as a woman with my kinds of scars could. “A simple pleasure, sir, but a lasting one.”


Ralp glanced me over again, rubbed his mouth thoughtfully, and bobbed his head. “Yeah, I’d say you’re right about that.”


“But I do have something just as good.” I tossed another three knuckles onto the bar. As he reached for them, I slammed something else in front of him. “That is, assuming you can make me happy.”


I unfolded the paper, slid it over. Scrawled in ink across its yellow surface was a leering mask of an opera actor upon a head full of wild hair, tastefully framed in a black box with a very large sum written beneath it and the words DEATH WARRANT above it.


“Son of a bitch!” Ralp’s eyebrows rose, along with his voice. “You’re looking for that son of a bitch?”


I held a finger to my lips, glanced out the corner of my eye. The youths hadn’t seemed to notice that particular outburst, their eyes still on their bottle.


“He has a name,” I said. “Daiga the Phantom. What do you know about him?”


When you’re in my line of work, you start to read faces pretty well. You can tell who the liars are just by looking at them. And I could tell by the wrinkles around Ralp’s eyes and mouth that he was used to smiling big and wide. Which meant he had to have told a few lies in his day, probably most of them to himself.


That didn’t make him good at it.


“Nothing,” he said. “I’ve heard the name, but nothing else.”


“Nothing else?”


“I know whatever they’re offering for his death can’t be worth what he can do.” Ralp looked at me pointedly.


I looked back. And I, just as pointedly, pulled my cloak aside to reveal the hilt of the sword at my hip.


“He has something I want,” I replied.


“Hope you find someone else who can find it.” He searched for something to busy his hands, eventually settling on one of the many dirty glasses and began to polish it. “I don’t know anything of mages, let alone Vagrants like that … man. They’re funny stories you tell around the bar. I haven’t had enough customers for that in a long time.” He sniffed. “Truth is, madam, I don’t know that I’d even notice if someone like that showed up around here.”


“Birdshit.” I leaned in even closer, hissing through my teeth, “I’ve been here three days and the most exciting thing I’ve seen was an old man accusing his wine bottle of lechery.”


“He has a condition—”


“And before I came in here, I glanced around back and saw your shipment.” I narrowed my eyes. “Lot of crates of wine for a man with no customers. Where are you sending them?”


Ralp stared at the bar. “I don’t know. But if you don’t get out, I’ll call the peacekeepers and—”


“Ralp,” I said, frowning. “I’m going to be sad if you make me hurt you over lies this pathetic.”


“I said I don’t know,” he muttered. “Someone else picks them up.”


“Who? What’s Daiga using them for?”


“I don’t know any of that, either. I try to know as little as fucking possible about that freak or any other freak like him.” All pretenses gone, there was real fear in his eyes. “I don’t make it my business to know anything about no mage, Vagrant or otherwise. It’s not healthy.”


“But you’ll take his metal all the same, I see.”


“I took your metal, too. The rest of the Scar might be flush with gold, but Rin’s Sump is dry as six-day-old birdshit. If a Vagrant gives me money for not asking questions, I’m all too fucking happy to do it.”


“Yeah?”


I pulled the other side of my cloak back, revealing another hilt of a very different weapon. Carved wood, black and shiny as sin, not so much as a splinter out of place. Brass glimmered like it just wanted me to take it out and show it off.


At my hip, I could feel the gun burning, begging to be unleashed.


“As it turns out, asking questions makes me unhappy, too, Ralp. What do you suppose we do about that?”


Sweat appeared on Ralp’s brow. He licked his lips, looked wild-eyed at my piece before he looked right back into the ugliest grin I could manage.


Don’t get me wrong, I didn’t feel particularly great about doing something as pedestrian as flashing a gun. It feels so terribly dramatic, and not in the good way. But you must believe me: I was expecting this to go smoothly. I hadn’t prepared anything cleverer at the time. And, if I’m honest, this particular gun makes one hell of a statement.


I certainly wasn’t going to feel bad about this.


Behind me, I could hear a hammer click. Cold metal pressed against the back of my neck.


“I got some ideas,” someone grunted.


Now this I might feel bad about.


Ralp backed away from the bar—though not before he scooped up the knuckles I left there, the shit—and scampered away to a back room. I let my hands lie flat on the table, my body still as a statue as I stood there.


“The Phantom doesn’t like people asking about him.” Male voice. Young. I could tell that even without him prodding me with the weapon like it was something else. “Thinks it’s terrible rude. I happen to agree with him.”


“As do I,” I replied, keeping my voice soft. “I must seem even more rude right now, keeping my back to you.” I spoke slowly, calmly. “I’m going to turn around and face you.”


“N-no!” His voice cracked a little. “Don’t do that.”


I was already doing it, though. I kept my eyes open, my lips pursed, my face the very picture of serenity as I pushed the scarf back over my head.


Not that I felt serene, mind you. My heart was hammering my ribs at that moment—you never get too used to having a gun jammed in your face, no matter how many times it happens. But it had happened enough times that I had learned a few things: I could tell a shaky hand by the feel of a barrel against my head; I could tell how far back a hammer was pulled by the sound.


And I knew that, if someone was intent on killing you, you damn well better make them look you in the eye while they do it.


When I turned around, I recognized the youth from the table—some soft-faced, wide-eyed punk with a mess of hair and a cluster of acne on his cheeks. He had a hand cannon leveled at my face. The other boy and the girl stood behind him, holding a pair of autobows and pretending to know how to use them.


Good weapons—too good for this hole masquerading as a township. It was unheard of to even see a weapon using severium this far away from a major city. But good weapons didn’t make good fighters. I saw their eyes darting nervously around, their hands quivering, too small to hold steel that heavy.


“You’re young,” I observed.


“Yeah? What of it?” the kid asked.


“Too soft to be working for a Vagrant,” I said. “Daiga must be desperate.”


“The Phantom’s not desperate!” He tried to sound convincing, but the crack in his voice was anything but. “He’s just on the run. He’s going to get out of this shithole soon enough and take us with him when he does.”


“Yeah,” the girl growled from behind him. “He’s going to show us magic, teach us how to be mages like him. We already hit an Imperial caravan with him! Scored a haul like—”


“I’m sure he was very impressed.” I kept my eyes locked firmly on those of the kid in front of me, pointedly looking past the barrel. “Why else would he have given you the very important task of picking up his wine?”


“Shut up!” the kid all but screeched. “Shut your fucking mouth! The Phantom—”


“Daiga,” I corrected.


“The Phantom said to kill anyone who came asking after him, any Imperial or … or … Revolutionary or …”


“Child,” I said. “I’m no Imperial, no Revolutionary. Daiga’s no hero who can get you out of here.” I stared into his eyes, forced myself not to blink. “And you’re no killer.”


His hands shook a little. Arm was getting tired. He held the hand cannon up higher to compensate.


“You’ve got a shit deal here,” I said. “I know. But pulling that trigger isn’t going to make it better.” I took a breath. “Put it down.”


Second thing you do to see what a man is made of, you put a weapon in his hands.


If he’s got any sense, he’ll put it right back down. If you’re fresh out of luck, he’ll hold it as tenderly as he would hold his wife. But as much as I don’t believe in luck, I believe in sensible people even less, so most of the time you get people like this kid: scared, powerless, thinking a piece of metal that makes loud noises will make anything different.


So when he realized it wouldn’t, when his arm dipped just a little, I knew I had this.


I grabbed him by the wrist, pushed the cannon away, and twisted his arm behind his back in one swift movement. He screamed as I pulled him close against me, circled my other arm around his neck, and looked over his shoulder at his friends. They hadn’t even raised their autobows before they realized what I had done.


“Listen up,” I snarled. “You want to put holes in your friend, you pull the triggers right now. You want everyone to come out of this alive, you put those things down and tell me where Daiga’s hiding out.”


I watched them intently, waiting for them to realize the shit they were in, waiting for them to drop their gazes, then their weapons.


Only, they didn’t.


They looked nervously at each other, saw the fear in each other’s eyes, fed off it. They raised their weapons, pointed them at me, fingers on the triggers. They took aim like they thought they wouldn’t hit their friend.


And that’s when I knew this whole thing had just gone to shit.


I shoved the kid out of the way just as I heard the air go alive with the screaming of autobows. Tiny motors whirred as they cried out, bolts flying from thrumming strings. Their shots went wide, missing both of us. I leapt behind the bar, ducked beneath it.


I heard wood splinter as they fired, bolt after bolt, into the wood, like they hoped the bar would just disintegrate if they poured enough metal into it. Sooner or later, they’d run out of ammunition, but I couldn’t wait for that.


Especially not once I heard the hand cannon go off.


A colossal flash of fire lit up the room. The ancient reek of severium smoke filled the air. And a gaping hole was now where half a bar had once been.


I pulled my scarf low against a shower of smoking splinters raining over me. He held a primate’s weapon—those things were just as likely to explode as fire—but it made a lot of noise and did a lot of damage, so I imagined he didn’t give a shit.


Besides, as I heard him reloading, I came to the same realization that he no doubt had.


He only needed to hit once. And I only had half a bar left to hide behind.


I pulled my gun free from its holster and it greeted me, all bright and shiny and eager to please. It burned warm, a seething joy coursing through my glove and into my palm. His bright brass barrel, carved like a dragon’s mouth, grinned at me as if to ask what fun thing we were about to do.


I hate to disappoint him.


Another hand went into the bag at my hip. The shells met my fingers. Across each of their cases, engraved in the silver, I could feel the writing. I ran my hands over each one, mouthing the letters as I did.


Hellfire—too deadly. Hoarfrost—too slow. Discordance—there’s my girl.


I pulled it out, flipped the gun’s chamber open, slid the Discordance shell in. I drew the hammer back, counted to three, then rose up behind the bar.


And, for the briefest of moments, I saw the look on the kid’s face. I’ve seen it a thousand times before and it never gets old. Eyes go wide, mouth goes slack as they stare down the barrel of my gun and, with numb lips, whisper the same word.


They knew his name.


I didn’t aim; with Discordance, you don’t have to. I pulled the trigger, laid the shot right beneath their feet. The bullet streaked out. An instant later, it hit the wood. And an instant after that?


Well, I guess I ruined Ralp’s bar.


The spell kicked in as soon as metal hit wood. There was a flash of bright light. Then the air swelled and tore itself apart as a noise so loud it took on a rippling, shimmering shape exploded out into a sphere.


The kids were hurled aside. They flew like they had wings, tumbling through the air along with the shattered floorboards and chairs. Their screams would be drowned out by the spell if they had any breath left to make them. The girl struck the railing to the stairs and tumbled down them bonelessly. The boy skidded across the tables before coming to a halt against the wall.


When I hopped over the bar, I surveyed the wreckage. Tables were shattered, chairs were splintered, and where the bullet had struck, the floorboards had been torn up and the earth had been carved into a perfectly smooth bowl.


Discordance is a hell of a spell: not lethal, but hurts enough that you might wish it were. Imperials used to use it to suppress riots in the colonies before the riots became revolutions and nonlethal spells weren’t cutting it.


I found the kid lying next to the door, breathing shallowly. I glanced at his friends long enough to make sure they were, too. Might have been stupid to leave them like that, but I won’t have it said that I was so stupid I couldn’t think of a way to stop a bunch of punks without killing them.


Of course, they didn’t need to know that, did they?


I grabbed the kid by the lapel of his coat, slammed him against the wall, put my big, grinning gun in his face.


“Daiga tell you what this is?” I pressed the barrel up under his chin. “Daiga tell you about me?”


The kid, wide-eyed and slack-jawed, nodded feverishly back at me.


“You know what I’ve done with this, then,” I snarled. “You know I’m not going to ask you again. Where is he?”


“T-the old ruins,” he stammered. “Four hours east of here, at the foot of the mountain. I … I can show you if you—”


“I don’t.” I threw him to the ground. “I’m going to let you live, child. But you’re going to do something for me.”


“Y-yeah! Anything!”


“First, you’re going to tell me what you do for a living.”


“I’m an apprentice!” he said. “Scribe’s apprentice!”


“You need both hands for that?”


He looked at me weird. “Uh, no?”


And then he screamed as I brought the heel of my boot down on his hand and heard each finger break under it.


I suppose it would have been more poetic to make him swear to give up his life of crime. In truth, I’d tried that before in my more callow days. Enough scars and mistakes later, I learned that experience teaches best.


I didn’t kill kids, sure, but I also didn’t let them put weapons in my face and walk away unscathed, either.


“Second,” I said, leaning down. “You’re going to tell me what you’re going to tell your peacekeepers when they ask you who did this.”


Last thing you do if you want to know what a man is made of, you look him dead in the eye and listen when he says your name.


And the kid fumbled around it for a while, trying to find his way around the fear in his eyes and the pain in his hand, before he said to me:


“Sal the Cacophony.”


He sounded like he was going to piss himself.


I put my weapon away, pulled my scarf back up over my head, and made my way back out into the storm. There were going to be a lot of people here before too long with a lot of questions. I didn’t have time for that.


I had a mage to kill, after all.




THREE


THE SCAR


The rain cleared up fifteen minutes after I left Ralp’s, leaving me with the stink of damp earth and sodden grass.


Four hours later, just before dawn cringed and realized it had to look at the Scar one more day, I found the ruins.


And two minutes after that, I realized today wasn’t going to be a good day.


It had once been a fortress, I imagined—one of those collections of palisades, barracks, and towers that had once been crucial during the wars. Forts like these changed hands between the Imperium and the Revolution so frequently that no one could remember which side first built them. And after a few years of drenched autumns, freezing winters, and blazing summers had taken their toll, neither side wanted to claim the embarrassment of owning one.


Forts like these, you didn’t go to unless you had need for a ruinous, dangerous death trap of a hideout.


Daiga the Phantom, like any Vagrant, had plenty of need.


At the foot of the mountain, just like the kid said, there it was. Two big stone towers, their windows long dark and their stairs long crumbled, flanked a high stone wall, a great gash dividing it where cannon or magic had torn through it ages ago.


We came walking up to it slowly, my ears open and listening for any sound of ambush. When it didn’t come, I hopped off and took a good, long look over the ruined wreck of a fort.


“I figure he’s deep.” I pointed toward the towers. “He’s a Graspmage, so he’ll hide with things he can levitate. I bet he could pull those towers down on any mob that came looking for him. That’s the sort of effort he’s probably not willing to spend on one person, though.” I glanced back at her. “That makes sense, right?”


My mount glanced back at me. If she saw a flaw in my theory, she didn’t say anything.


Which made sense.


What with her being a giant fucking bird and all.


Four feet of legs ending in wicked talons, two feet of long, naked neck with big, angry eyes and a sharp, ugly beak, all connected by a fat sphere of coarse black feathers. Congeniality looked as mean, as dumb, and as angry as you would want a Badlander breed to look. The Scar isn’t a place for pretty birds.


At my continued stare, she let out a low gurgling sound.


“Glad we agree.”


I reached into her saddlebags, rooted around until I felt the familiar chill of three thick shells at the bottom of the bag. Thick as a rich man’s finger, made of pure silver, each one engraved with elegant bloodred script of a dead language.


Hellfire.


Hoarfrost.


Discordance.


Tried and true, with hundreds of corpses to testify. These were what you brought to fight a Vagrant. I pulled my gun free and flipped the cylinder out. I loaded all three chambers, fitting each one with a bullet, before I snapped him shut. I didn’t bother checking the sights or the hammer.


That sort of thing, the gun took care of for me.


I slipped him back into my belt, reached into the saddlebag one more time, and grabbed something limp and furry.


“Here you are, miss.” I tossed the dead rabbit to Congeniality. She watched it fall for a second before her neck went taut and her hooked beak caught the thing and started swallowing. “Not so fast, darling. Make it last.”


You can’t trust a Badlander to do much except survive. And I didn’t need this ornery girl running away, looking for food or doing anything except waiting patiently for me to kill a magical bastard. She’d take a few minutes to eat that rabbit, then at least an hour before she vomited the bones and fur back up.


Only one person would be leaving here alive today. It wouldn’t take that long to find out which.


Scarf pulled up around my face, mud under my feet, sky turning a pale blue, I went off to fight a man who could kill me with a thought.


The towers loomed large over me as I picked my way through the gap in the wall and through the ruin. The rain made the old wood stink of age, made the towers groan ominously as the moisture seeped out of them.


If I had any doubts that he was here before, the thought left me as I heard a faint sound weaving its way through the fort. A woman’s voice, deep and resonant, climbing to a high pitch as she sang a long and sad song, accompanied by the sound of violins sighing softly.


Opera. The Lady’s Lament, if I remembered correctly.


That told me three things.


Daiga had very old taste in music.


Daiga knew I was here.


Daiga didn’t give a shit.


I couldn’t blame him. Most of the barracks and storehouses had been burned away and looted over the years, leaving only a few piles of rubble and timber amid the skeletons of their old buildings. No place to ambush from. No way to sneak around. Any way I was coming, it would have to be direct.


And so that’s how I came.


And that’s how I found Daiga the Phantom.


Tall, slender, wrapped in elegant—if soiled—clothes of black and red, he sat in a pristine chair, reclining so the length of his body sprawled out over a rug on the damp earth. A necklace of trinkets—rings, folded-up letters, even a spoon—hung around his thin throat. His face was obscured by an opera mask in the shape of a leering demon, eyes black and hollow, mouth curled up in a toothy smile. He looked exactly like he did in his wanted poster.


Stacks of weapons—swords, spears, shields, bows—surrounded him like the hoard of some great beast. He had enough crates of sundries to feed the army that died here. But for all that, his attention was on the tiny table sitting in front of him, and the voccaphone playing on it, the dulcet opera music rising out of its horn.


He didn’t seem to notice me at all. Instead, he swayed to the music, his gloved fingers conducting an orchestra in his head.


“I’ve no particular use for the machinations of those barbarians in their Revolutionary farce.” Without looking at me, Daiga spoke in a voice so mellifluously cultured it probably wore a silk dress. “Weapons of war that strain to do what magic can do so effortlessly. Even this contraption is nothing compared to the real Cathama stage.” He sighed as the opera struck a high note. “But, stranded as one is outside the Empress’s good graces, it’s a blessing to still have a few reminders of civility, no?”


I stepped out into the courtyard—no sense in hiding. I stood as close as I dared, looking at the voccaphone while it blared its music. I shrugged.


“The machine cracks every time she hits a high note,” I said. “They can make a bow that fires ten bolts in three seconds, but they can never fix that fucking crack.”


“Language.” Daiga continued to conduct his imaginary orchestra. “You’ve been out here too long, I fear. No appreciation for a marvel such as this. Even the dim culture of this land is preferable to no culture at all, hmm?”


He waved a hand. His eyes glowed a faint purple behind his mask. From the table, a teacup rose of its own volition and into his hand. He took a long sip behind the mask, then made a chiding click of his tongue.


“Your pardon, madam.”


Another wave of a hand beckoned another cup from the table. It hovered toward me, hung in the air. I took it, nodding a polite gratitude, and tasted old jasmine. And for a very long time, we simply sat there, sharing a cup before we got to the business of killing each other.


“I did not expect to be found,” he said, voice solemn, like he spoke in the presence of the dead. “Not least by you.”


I stared at him for a moment. “You know me, then.”


“I have heard the stories.”


“Which ones?”


“I am only interested in one.” He stared back through the empty eyes of the opera mask. “Were you truly at Vigil?”


I nodded. “I was.”


“I see. And did you truly do what they say you did?”


I hesitated. “I did.”


“And now you are here for me.” His eyes turned away. “Did the Empress send you?”


He sounded almost hopeful, speaking through a voice ragged with disappointments. I shook my head, set the cup on a nearby crate.


“I came for another reason,” I said.


His head sank low, a sigh escaping the demon’s mouth. “I gave everything to the Imperium—my years, my body, and all the wisdom and violence that came with them. And now I am hunted, one more stray dog beset upon by hounds.”


“No one ever gets the death they want,” I replied. “Just the one they deserve.” I glanced at the glistening hoards of weapons across the courtyard. “Were you hoping for an army?”


“Every good lord requires vassals,” he muttered in response.


“Vagrants don’t get to be lords. And they usually get better vassals than children.”


The song lasted one last note, soft and fading. The voccaphone ran out, leaving nothing behind but that soft, crackling sound. Daiga’s hand hung in the air, paused on that last note.


“Did you kill them?” he asked, gentle.


“They won’t be coming to help you.”


He nodded, solemn. “They had hopes of purpose. I had hopes of giving it to them.” He gripped the armrests of his chair. “I had so many hopes.”


He rose out of his chair. I took a step back, reaching for my gun. Not smart to pull it on him yet, though. You can’t act twitchy around a mage, let alone one like Daiga.


“I shall commend them, once we are done. And you, too.” He stood his full height, his necklace of trinkets jangling as he rose. Through the hollow eyes of his mask, he stared at me. “I have heard a story that says you honor the old ways.”


That one wasn’t always true. But this time, it was. I nodded, pushed my cloak back, and exposed the hilt of my gun.


And in response, he spread his long limbs out wide, made a low bow, his empty eyes locked on me.


“Shall we?”


You didn’t often see people like Daiga anymore. Not in the Scar, anyway. Most people out here, let alone men in his circumstances, don’t do things the old way anymore. It’s all just ambushes, tricks, and murder these days. Only the Vagrants keep to the code, even when it’s not always smart to do so.


We grant each other that respect. No one else will.


“Ready when you are,” I said.


“Then may the Lady Merchant reward the worthy.”


He reached up, long fingers trailing across his necklace before they settled on a comb. A worn and well-used thing, missing a few teeth and engraved with the initials D.K.Y. It looked old.


That’s when I began to suspect I was fucked.


“Ocumani oth rethar.”


And that’s when I knew it.


The words boomed out of his mask like a clap of thunder. In the distance, I heard a faint sound like a ringing bell carried on the breeze. With terrifying swiftness, it rose in volume and became a sound that swept through my cloak, past my skin, and echoed in my very heart. The comb in his fingers disappeared in a flash of purple light, leaving behind only faint dust.


In less than two seconds, he had made his Barter.


And in less than three, I pointed my gun right between his eyes and squeezed the trigger.


But that second was all a Graspmage needed.


There was the crack of gunfire, a bright spark of fire exploding, the echoing sound of fiery laughter smothered by metal as something swallowed the fire.


Something like the iron shield hovering in front of him, blackened by flame.


He lowered his hand, guiding the shield away from his face. A faint glow ebbed from its surface as the wards inside it murmured to life. It hovered there, just over his chest, as his demon’s face leered over the rim at me. His other hand rose, and in response, the weapons crates stirred. Swords, spears, gunpikes, all of them rose into the air, pulled by nothing, and formed a halo of steel around his head. His mask grinned as I saw my own fear reflected back to me in a dozen blades.


And now you know why they call him the Phantom.


And why I was running for my life.


I heard the thrum of bows behind me. I felt the bolts whizz past my face. I saw the wet earth shudder before me as a long spear came hurtling over my head, narrowly missing it to impale itself in front of me.


I whirled, my blade leaping to my hand just in time to strike away the sword that came flying toward me. I sent it spinning with a spray of sparks just in time for the next one to come whistling at me. One after another, I parried blows from phantom blades, spitting curses over the sound of steel clanging. One swung low, angling toward my belly. I leapt backward, my heel catching on a fragment of shattered timber.


I fell backward over a pile of rubble, tumbling into a roll and then scrambling to slam up against it. It would have been shitty cover against any fool with a gun, let alone a Graspmage. But I didn’t have a lot of options available to me.


And I was about to use another one.


My gun was in my hand, metal blood pumping warm through brass skin. He rose, just as I raised him, and pointed him at the Phantom. I could tell where he was aiming—he always went right for the heart. It was only with a bit of pull that I aimed him lower and squeezed the trigger.


Daiga’s shield went up. But that wasn’t my target. The shell streaked low, struck the earth beneath him. A bright flash of blue swallowed the night. The earth turned white. A thick patch of frost blossomed in half a second. And in one more, four-foot-long spears of ice burst forth in a frigid white briar.


Hoarfrost. Takes a moment. But it’s worth it.


Daiga narrowly caught it. He leapt into the air to avoid the reaching spikes, hovered there, swung around to affix his empty eyes upon me.


“That weapon,” he hissed, all pretenses of formality gone from his voice. “You.”


“Me,” I said. I flipped the chamber open, loaded another shell, and raised him back up. “And this.”


He didn’t give me a chance to fire. He waved a hand. Arrows followed, singing from six bows and forcing me back behind the barricade. I peered around, saw him reaching for his throat.


He tore another trinket from his necklace—the spoon, this time. He tossed it into the air. There was the wailing sound once more, the flash of purple light, the blast of dust.


And the six weapons hanging in the air were joined by twenty more from the crates.


More bows rose up, a halo of arrows rising with them. But there was something off about them. Across their wooden bellies, veins of blue light began to burst. Their strings pulled back, drawing arrows that crackled to life with electric light.


Wait. The thought came unbidden. The girl back at the bar. She’d said they’d hit an Imperial caravan, didn’t she? Imperial caravans carry magic. My eyes dawned with realization.


Fuck me, he’s got thunderbows.


And I was running.


The song of lightning followed me, an angry, screeching verse torn from twenty ragged throats. Arrows struck the earth in my wake, vibrating with electricity and bursting into bright flashes of sound and light, mud and earth torn screaming and tossed into the sky.


Another verse, of angry steel and wailing metal, followed. The air shrieked with the sounds of metal as swords came flying out, whirling in great sweeping arcs, trying to hack me to pieces as I ducked low and darted to the side. Spears fell in a great rain, in front of me, behind me, a few inches from my leg. Graspmages weren’t renowned for accuracy, but they didn’t have to be when they had power like Daiga.


That spoon must have been special to him.


With every flick of his hand, he pulled more weapons from their crate, sent more of them shooting, slicing, flying at me. I had to dart and dodge more and more. Eventually, I’d get tired, or I’d trip, or he’d pull the whole fucking fort down on me. I couldn’t do this much longer.


But I didn’t need much longer.


I skidded to a halt, brought up my gun.


Just in time to see a thunderbow, bristling with light and aimed right at me.


The howl of thunder. A scream struck from my lungs. I felt the arrow hit me right in the flank, striking my cloak and sending me flying with the explosion. I skidded across the earth, smoke rising from my body in plumes. The weapons hung in the air, expectant, as Daiga watched me, his mask’s smile drinking in the sight of his latest foe dead.


Wish I could have seen his face when I staggered to my feet.


Pain shot through me. I gasped to find the breath that had been struck out of me. I was hurt to hell, but I was still alive. My cloak shimmered, a long line of letters glowing brightly down its length before they sputtered out and faded into darkness, their magic going dead.


Fucking magic.


“A luckwritten cloak,” Daiga chuckled. “You are full of surprises, aren’t you?”


He didn’t sound impressed. Why would he? He knew that luckwrites were aptly named—good for avoiding maybe one blow before the magic in them needed to recharge. And he had many blows left.


His phantom panoply hovered around him, an angel with barbed wings and a halo of arrows. But my eyes weren’t on his weapons. They were on him, hovering in the air a good ten inches off the ground. And right behind him, the Hoarfrost still glistened eagerly, spikes out and reaching.


I raised my gun. He pulled his grinning barrel toward the Phantom. I squeezed the trigger. The bullet flew and exploded in a bright red light. Hellfire erupted in a miniature explosion, knocking the shields back. Daiga let out a scream as the fire seeped past his shields, licked at his clothes. He fell from the air, dropping back to the ground to escape the crackle of flame.


I aimed once more. Shot once more. My gun let out a thunderous laugh as the last bullet flew.


Daiga saw it, flicked his arm up. One more shield rose to block the bullet.


Good.


A bright red light. A wall of sound and force. Discordance hit the shield like a fucking battering ram and erupted. The wall of metal kept the sound from damaging him directly, simply knocking him back. But that was fine. Discordance didn’t need to kill.


That was Hoarfrost’s job.


Daiga flew backward from the force of the impact, letting out a shout that lasted for just a second. After that, all I could hear was the juicy popping sound of flesh being skewered.


The weapons hung in the air for just a second longer. Then they trembled, drooped, and fell to the ground with a clatter. They formed a ring upon the earth. And at their center hung Daiga.


Impaled.


His arms were splayed out to his sides. His legs hung limp beneath him. His body twitched. And all the while, his demon mask remained grinning as he looked down at the massive icicle jutting from his chest, staining the metal trinkets of his necklace red.


He hung there for just a moment longer before his weight made the ice snap. He slumped to the earth, falling to his knees. And there he sat, hollow eyes turned to the ground as he gasped for air, groping at the icicle in his chest.


I drew my blade as I approached, slowly. No sense in taking chances with any mage, let alone one who could tear that icicle out of his chest and fling it at me. But as I came up beside him, I could see, for the first time, the eyes behind his mask.


They were wide. And terrified.


“Last …” he gasped, pausing to cough a spatter of red through his mask’s mouth. “Last … words …”


I grimaced. So this was it, then. No last curses, no desperate attempts, not even a plea. Daiga the Phantom was a gentleman to the very end.


I nodded to him. I reached down and gently pulled the opera mask from his face.


I’m not sure why I imagined him younger. I’m not sure why it felt weird to look on his face—a face that could have been my grandfather’s, if both of us had made better choices in life—and see his rheumy eyes shining bright with the last traces of life. Even the skeletal hands tattooed across his throat couldn’t make him look any less gentle.


I’m not sure why I let him stare up at the sky and speak through a mouthful of blood.


“Lady … find me worthy …” He paused to cough. “Ocumani … oth rethar.”


I pressed my blade against his throat. He closed his eyes. I closed mine.


“Eres va atali,” I whispered in reply.


Before he turned rebel and became a Vagrant, Daigalothenes ki Yanturi was one of the greatest Graspmages in the Imperium. He was a lecturer, a scholar, a decorated war hero against the Revolution back in his younger days. His telekinesis was so strong as to have a hundred Graspmages in his bloodline.


But when I drew my sword across his throat, you know what came out?


The same wet red that comes out of everyone.




FOUR


HIGHTOWER


“You knew each other, then?”


Tretta leaned over the table, her eyes in a hard glare upon her prisoner. The white-haired woman merely shrugged, leaning back in her chair and propping dusty boots up on the table.


“In the same way I knew him,” Sal replied. “He’d heard my name, knew what I’d done. Among Vagrants, that’s all that really matters.”


“Even among Vagrants who hunt other Vagrants?” Tretta asked, sneering.


“It pays.” Sal shrugged. “But most of our little family tends to find the money easier in becoming warlords or robbing caravans.”


“As Daiga no doubt desired,” Tretta muttered. “And he knew of your weapon, too.”


“Well, obviously.” Sal’s grin was so wide it made her scars deepen. “Find me a man in the Scar who hasn’t heard of the Cacophony.”


Tretta was not a woman who tolerated that kind of flippant talk from her own soldiers, let alone a prisoner. Her eyes narrowed into angry slits, her frown a scar on her face. Without looking away, she raised a hand to a subordinate.


“Bring it.”


“Governor-Militant!” a soldier barked back, firing off a salute.


He hurried out of the room, gone for barely a few moments before he returned with a metal box secured with a dense iron lock. He set it upon the table, saluted once more, and returned to his position at the door.


Tretta fished a key from her pocket, unlocked the box, pushed the lid off. She gazed upon its contents and paused.


The Imperials, in all their vile sorceries and superstitions, were the ones who believed in depraved magic and put their stock in the impossible. Men and women of the Revolution were made of more sensible stuff. They believed in hard things: hard metals, hard answers, hard truths.


It shamed Tretta that she should feel so hesitant to reach into the box and produce the weapon.


The Cacophony was a large gun, it had to be said, even among the gaudy and impractical weaponry of Vagrants. Though its color was that of an ancient brass organ, it was far lighter in her hands than it ought to be. Its grip was polished and black, its cylinder oversized, its barrel carved into the visage of a dragon. She studied its face—its horned brow, its grinning, toothy maw—until she met its empty gaze.


And wondered, in a fleeting and shameful thought, if it was staring back at her.


“A ridiculous weapon,” she scoffed. “Ostentatious, even by Imperial standards.” She tested its heft. “I’m not sure how anyone could even aim this thing.” She flicked the cylinder out, frowned. “And three chambers? This thing is barely a weapon. Ridiculous.”


She suddenly realized how soft her voice had gotten. Somewhere, she had stopped talking to her prisoner and started talking to herself.


“Lighter than he looks, isn’t he?”


Sal leaned over the table, something mischievous and a little cruel in her smile.


“Tell me honestly, Governor-Militant … did you try to fire him?”


Tretta shot her a puzzled and slightly offended look. “Him? It’s just a gun.”


“The Cacophony’s got a name,” Sal replied. “Makes sense, doesn’t it?”


“Perhaps. But why do you call it a man?”


Sal humored her with a half-grin. “What else would he be?”


“Our engineers studied it.” Tretta placed the Cacophony back in the box. “We could not find any ammunition that fits its chambers. Whatever name you call it by, this is just another Vagrant abomination: impractical, ridiculous, and grotesque.”


“Wouldn’t fire for you, would he?” Sal chuckled. “No need to pretend to me, darling. The Cacophony is a fickle thing. He has to be inspired.”


“But you command it, do you not?”


“You don’t date much, do you, Governor-Militant?”


Tretta’s left eye twitched as she wondered if it might not spare her a lot of grief to simply shoot the Vagrant in the head right now.


“Commands are fine for an army.” Sal grinned. “But a relationship is built on cooperation.” She gestured to the weapon. “I choose the spells that go into the bullets. I choose the bullets that go in the chamber. I choose where to point him. But it’s his job, and a point of personal pride, to shape the magic.”


“That’s insane.”


“That’s the Cacophony.”


“The Cacophony.” Tretta removed another weapon from the box—an old, if well-tended-to, blade wrapped in worn leather. She slid it halfway out, inspected it. “What manner of odious title does this weapon possess, then?”


Sal shrugged. “I don’t know. Jeff?”


“What?”


“It’s just a sword.” Sal leaned back in her chair. “Not even my best one.”


“An Imperial sword,” she noted, studying the blade. The steel was forged well enough to be honed, despite clearly having been sharpened far too rarely. A slight blue tint accompanied the edge, causing her brow to furrow. “An officer’s weapon.”


“You recognize it, then?” Sal sounded impressed.


“The Cadre is very familiar with the Imperium’s perverse hierarchies. Their service to their depraved Empress is rewarded with hued blades like this.” She held the weapon up for inspection. “From lowest to highest, each officer is granted a blade. Copper, bronze, silver, gold, blue, red, and the very highest in her service being granted a black blade.”


“I always did appreciate a woman who knows her blades,” Sal said, grinning. “Granted, the allure is diminished with you about to kill me and all.”


“But why do you need a sword, when you have something like the Cacophony?”


“Two reasons.” Sal held up a finger, pointed it at the Cacophony. “One, that thing doesn’t really do ‘nuance.’ Not exactly good for everyday shooting.” She held up a second finger. “Two, it shoots fireballs and giant fucking walls of sound. Ammo isn’t fucking cheap.”


Tretta’s voice went low and threatening as she leaned over the table. “Is that how Cavric met his end, Vagrant? Will we be picking pieces of him out of the dirt?”


“Oh, don’t be so dramatic.” Sal waved a flippant hand as she leaned back again. “The Cacophony is for hunting Vagrants, bringing down big beasts, or on rare occasion, impressing someone with a nice set on them. But, like, really nice, you know? Like, kill-a-man nice, not just regular—”


“You are trying my patience.”


“Anyway, the Cacophony’s too proud to be used for killing your average Revolutionary goon. I’ve got Jeff for that.” She yawned—a gesture Tretta found even more infuriating. “And in the case of your soldier Cavric, I used neither.”


“And you expect me to believe that?” Tretta snarled.


“Why wouldn’t you?”


“Because nothing in your story makes sense!” Tretta threw up her hands. “You expect me to believe you approached Daiga the Phantom casually, had a pleasant conversation with him, and then fought him? Why wouldn’t you just put a bullet in his head from a hundred feet?”


Sal’s mirth seeped away.


“Because that’s not the code.”


“Again with this ‘code.’” Tretta rolled her eyes, sneering. “Has anyone else heard of it when they speak of Vagrants? Because I’ve only heard the sobbing pleas of the people you’ve robbed and the wailing screams of the people you’ve hunted and the tired sighs of the people burying the ones you killed. This ‘code,’ to me, seems like something you use to pretend you’re not animals. Why would I ever believe a bunch of common outlaw scum would abide by even that?”


“Now, I just told you a story about a gun that shoots icicles and a man who moves things with his mind. What the fuck about that suggests we’re common?” Sal shook her head. “The code is by Vagrants for Vagrants. A holdover from before the Dogsjaw Rebellion sent them fleeing into the Scar.” She shrugged. “Some traditions die hard.”


“And that’s where that ridiculous language comes from, is it? That … what’d you call it? Ocu … occa …”


“Ocumani oth rethar,” Sal finished.


“What is that? Some magical incantation?”


“The magic comes from the Barter, not the word.” Sal leaned forward, cradling her chin in one hand as she grinned lazily. “You don’t see a lot of opera in the Revolution, do you?”


“The Renowned Weiless Speakers of Indisputable Truth are some of the finest performers in all the Revolution,” Tretta replied defensively.


“No, no. Not the bullshit propaganda and sermons you nuls pretend is opera. I mean real opera. Stories about love, about loss, about a single human being raising their hand to the sky and cursing the heavens.”


Tretta sneered. “Flippant wastes of time for decadent Imperial fops.”


“Now, if you had seen real opera, you’d know those words. ‘Ocumani oth rethar’ is Old Imperial, what they spoke back when the first Emperor was crowned. It’s the line spoken at the beginning and the ending of every opera in Cathama, by tradition and by law.”


Tretta sneered. “And what does it mean?”


Sal met her with a smile. “Roughly, it means ‘look upon me and tremble.’ Like ‘Here I am.’ It’s a proclamation of presence, to let everyone know you’re arrived. And it’s how you get her attention.”


Tretta leaned forward on her hands, scowling daggers at the woman. “Whose attention?”


“Same person every Vagrant wants the attention of,” Sal said. “The Lady Mer—”


There was a sudden knock at the door to the cell. Tretta whirled upon it, eyes narrowed; she had left specific instructions not to be disturbed during the interrogation.


“Enter,” she said through clenched teeth.


The door creaked open. A meek, mustachioed face beneath a thinning top of black hair peeked around the corner. A soft, almost whimpering voice spoke from behind.


“Governor-Militant?” he asked. “Is this a bad time?”


“Clerk Inspire,” Tretta replied. “This is a very bad time.”


“Oh.”


Heedless of the harshness in her voice, he came shuffling out from behind the door. Fit only to sit behind a desk, Inspire looked even less imposing standing up. His uniform hung off his skinny body. His glasses slid down his long nose.


“It’s just that I have a request to return the weapon.” He glanced emphatically to the box holding the Cacophony. “Cadre Command is keen to hear it’s in safekeeping.”


“There are no hands safer than mine, Clerk,” Tretta snapped. “We will return the weapon when we’re done here.”


“Yes. Of course, Governor-Militant.” Inspire turned to leave, but hesitated. He turned around again. “It’s just that they’re very insistent. It’s my revolutionary duty to make sure that—”


“Any inquiries the Cadre has about it, you may direct to me, Clerk. And should one of them arrive to deliver said inquiries, only then may you disturb me again. Am I understood?”


His head bobbed in meek nodding. “Y-yes, Governor-Militant. Sorry, Governor-Militant.” He slipped behind the door and whispered, pulling it shut. “Just … you know … let me know when I should return it.”


He closed the door. There was the clicking of a lock behind it. Sal watched him disappear, eyes lingering on the door as it pressed shut. She yawned, turning her attentions back to Tretta.


“Clerk Inspire, huh?” she asked. “Do you get to choose your own names in the Revolution? I always wondered.”


“Enough.” Her words were punctuated by her fists slamming on the table, sending the box shaking. Tretta leaned forward, all but spitting as she barked at her prisoner. “I have had it with your delays!” she snarled. “You will tell us what became of Cavric right this minute or I swear I will be extremely happy to help you see just how many inches of red-hot steel can fit in a human.”


Sal blinked. She opened her mouth, as if to inquire how one came about that knowledge. But, in the first intelligent move she had made all day, she opted to say something else.


“As it happens,” Sal said, “I was just getting to that part …”




FIVE


THE SCAR


I wasn’t sure when I had dozed off, but when I heard his voice, I knew I was dreaming.


“And what are you laughing at?”


His eyes smiled when the rest of him didn’t. His face was composed of angles, each one as sharpened and perfected as the blade he polished in his lap, his body as straight and as hard. And even though he tried to look stern when he looked at me, he couldn’t hide the laughter in his eyes.


I didn’t bother trying to hide mine. My laugh was long and loud back then and the only scar on my face was my smile.


“Just answer me this,” I said. “Why a sword? What do you expect it to do that magic can’t?”


He held up the weapon in both hands, studying it, considering it, as though—like all answers—this one also lay somewhere along its killing edge.


“There is an honesty in a sword that there isn’t in magic,” he replied. “Magic requires a Barter. It asks you to give up something of yourself to use it and you never know what it is you’ve given up until it’s gone. A sword, though? That’s a partnership.”


“That’s weird.”


“Like this.”


He was behind me. The sword was in my hand; his fingers were wrapped around mine. One arm slid around my waist, pulling me closer. With the other, he guided my hand through cuts, parries, thrusts, killing imaginary foes.


“See? It asks that you use it. And in exchange, it does what it must.” His lips drifted close to my neck, his hot breath on my ear. “Just like us.”


“Like us,” I whispered, closing my eyes.


“You and I,” he said. “I am your blade. Use me and I will do what I must.”


Something wet and hot blossomed on my belly.


“Now, then,” he whispered.


My blood seeped out between his fingers.


“Would you forsake me for magic?”


Hot breath in my face. A voice in my ears. A long, wet beak brushing against my cheek.


I cracked one eye open. Congeniality stared back at me, made an irritable squawk. Behind her, a bolus of fur and bones from her meal lay in a glistening pool of saliva.


“Already?” I asked, yawning. I pushed her away, leaned up against the tree I had fallen asleep beneath. “A lady would wait for supper.”


Congeniality, with a ruffle of feathers and an ugly hissing sound, indicated she would not. I sighed, got to my feet, and plucked up my cloak that I had been using as a pillow. I gave it a flick and it instantly contracted to a scarf I tied around my neck. Not the most impressive enchantment, but it saves on storage.


I found another carcass in Congeniality’s saddlebags. I tossed it toward her and left her to the business of devouring it as I walked past the man I had just killed and went about the ugly business of rifling through his shit.


In Cathama, the scholars call it art. In Weiless, the propagandists call it oppression. In Haven, the zealots call it witchcraft.


But out here in the Scar, it takes a Vagrant to understand what magic really is: a trade.


And like any trade, the power lies in your Barter.


It’d be too noble to call it a “sacrifice.” Vagrants aren’t so selfless a people. And the Lady Merchant, for as much reverence as we speak her name with, isn’t that kind of patron. You want the power; she asks a price. You give her the Barter; you get what you pay for.


Daiga knew this.


I held up his necklace of trinkets, sifting through them. If you didn’t know what you were looking at, you might think it junk. A lock of golden hair, a tattered red ribbon, a bent spoon; these were the treasures of a beggar, not a mage.


But strung through the necklace were a number of folded-up papers. I plucked one off at random, flipped it open. A family stared back at me: a somber child, a woman with a sad smile, and the man I had just killed. He was younger in the picture, with a head of fuller, darker hair, and his long nose and chin not quite so marred with wrinkles.


I’d have been in real trouble if he had decided to Barter this. Perhaps it meant too much to him to part with.


Memories are what the Lady Merchant asks for in exchange for the power of Graspmages. Mementos, specifically—treasured trinkets, little odds and ends that mean something to the mage. It makes sense, if you think about it: to have the ability to grasp, you need to be able to let things go. And the greater their meaning, the greater their power.


Daiga knew that, too.


But Daiga didn’t know me.


And that’s why his carcass was cooling in the morning sun.


Not that there was much to go through. Daiga had seen fit to leave me with a whole lot of crap I couldn’t carry back. The weapons were of good stock, but I’d only ever be able to carry two at a time and it’d take days to reach a freehold big enough to buy them at a good price. Good luck to whatever bandit found them, I suppose, and better luck to whatever poor souls he decided to use them against.


And so that left me, Sal the Cacophony, Scourge of a Hundred Vagrants, rifling through an old man’s underthings in his tent.


They were nice underthings, at least; Daiga had class. Daiga also had a lot of useless stuff I had to go through to find the thing I was looking for. I sighed, slammed his trunk shut, and turned toward the shelf he had beside a rather impractically plush bed. I flipped idly through the books he had collected in his time out here: mostly operas, a romance novel or two, a few military treatises. A red leather-bound copy caught my eye.


“Eduarme’s Third Study of the Natural Laws and Counter-Complexities of the Scar.”


Just saying it aloud made me want to blow my brains out to relieve the boredom. So, naturally, I took it and slid it into my satchel. Working as I do, I’d learned a few rules about the Scar and one of them was that there was always some rich asshole who would pay by the title length for something as thick as this.


I sighed, glanced out the tent at Daiga’s corpse. It had been two hours since I cut him open and laid him out upon his robes. Congeniality was digesting by the ruined wall of the fort. The morning sun would be an afternoon sun in another two hours.


It wouldn’t be long now.


I pried up the mattress of the bed, found a stack of papers, and pulled them up. But it was what lay beneath them, the glint of amber, that made me grin. From the little space he had carved in the bed frame, I pulled out a bottle of whiskey—the good stuff, Avonin before he became Avonin & Sons; the old man must have been saving it for a special occasion. Dying seemed as special as any.


I leaned back on the bed, took a swig, and unfolded the first paper.


For the regarded eyes of Professor ki Yanturi,


Consider this our final offer of clemency. It is only through the infinite wisdom of Empress Athura, Fourteenth of Her Name, and the considerable mercies of her son, Impending Emperor Althoun, Third of His Name, that we are even extending an invitation to a Vagrant such as yourself.


Your concerns regarding Althoun’s magical capabilities have been noted, but his bloodline remains pure and his claim legitimate. We urge you to reconsider your treasonous acts and return to the capital.


Keep in mind that nothing like this has been offered to other Vagrants. And even among others of your deplorable calling, your crimes of sedition, extortion, misuse of Imperial knowledge and more, have been especially heinous. Yet the Empress still recalls the counsel you provided and the wisdom you offered and is willing to offer you this final chance to redeem yourself, denounce the actions of the Dogsjaw Rebellion, take the Oath, and return to Imperial service.


I hope, for your sake, that you consider this and return to Cathama.


Not what I had come to find.


It was signed by a suitably lengthy and pompous title and branded with the Imperial seal. I had pulled a dozen or more of these letters from the bodies of Vagrants I had killed. It’s true that Vagrants aren’t loved in the Scar and that no one has a hatred for her former subjects like the Imperium does. But it’s also true that they hate nuls more than they hate traitors, so there were always letters like this tossed out to Vagrants in the hopes of tempting them back to fight the Revolution.


I crumpled it up, tossed it, flipped open the next one.


Darling,


How shall I compare you,


Eyes wide and pure and so cruelly given,


To witness a world unfit,


Mouth so pure and voice so soft,


To speak the unkindness of …


… fuck.


I’ve spent hours trying to figure out the next verse. But it all sounds so … banal, so wretched. You loved poetry. It was how we met, remember? Together, in Professor ki Malchai’s class. Do you still love it, I wonder? Or does it just make you sick, like everything else you used to love about me?


I’m not going to beg your forgiveness. I am an oathbreaker. I’ve done terrible things out here in this barbarous realm. But I shall beg you, for the sake of Mathenica, take the money I’ve sent. My name has brought you undeserved shame, I know. But she’s so frail and the Imperium isn’t helping so


Not that one, either.


I crumpled the page up and threw it away, too. With much more urgency than the first.


I had pulled a few letters like that from Vagrants, too. Much fewer and most of them weren’t that well written. But reading them always made a cold, sick feeling rise up in my gut. I didn’t like knowing these sorts of things about them, their families, their troubles.


Made it harder to kill them.


I took another swig of whiskey—much deeper—and unfurled the last letter.


And that cold, sick feeling went away.


And a feeling much colder, much sicker, much more painful replaced it.


I had found what I was looking for.


Daiga—


Last chance. Meet us.


—Jindu


Jindu.


I couldn’t hear my heart, my breath, the sounds of starving birds in the dead trees or the cold wind through ruins. I could hear nothing but that name, carving itself inside my head.


I forced my eyes away, down the page. The letter went on in a series of numbers and letters and symbols that made me sick just to look at. A code, obviously. I didn’t want to read it. I didn’t even want to touch it.


So you might have thought it was crazy to fold it neatly up and slide it back into my satchel. I wouldn’t have blamed you.


But I wouldn’t have told you why, either.


Not until I had drunk the rest of this whiskey. And maybe one or two more bottles for good measure.


And I was on my way to doing just that when I heard it. Coming from far away, a faint sound like a whistle dying on a breeze that didn’t exist. It grew in my ears and led me out of the tent. I heard it like a child hears music for the first time, strange and weird and wonderful. I heard it like the moment I finally understood all those sappy, romantic operas I used to hate. I heard it like the moment my mother first said my name.


Everyone has their own way of describing how the Lady Merchant’s song sounds.


It had already begun by the time I emerged. Daiga’s corpse was stiff as a blade and hovering a good three feet over the robes I had laid him out on. He hung there for a moment before his eyes snapped wide open. His mouth gaped in a soundless scream. All that came out was a great bright flash of purple. It poured out of his mouth, out of his eyes, lighting up the daylight with an eerie glow.


And then his skin curled and withered away just like that burned paper. Slowly, his limbs and his torso and his head all seemed to bend and wrinkle up until he simply disintegrated. He fell, unceremoniously, upon the robes, a mess of purple powder. All that remained of him when she took him.


The price for magic is steep. And in the end, when you’re finally called back, she takes everything.


And all that’s left behind is the Dust.


There are theories on where the mages go when she takes them back, what she does with them. I don’t read them. Whatever use she has for them is hers. But the Dust she leaves behind? Well, there are plenty of uses for that. Bleakbrews, luckweaves, any number of things dirty people would pay clean money for.


I pulled a jar, carefully wrapped in burlap, from my satchel. And, slowly, carefully, folding the edges of the robe to make a funnel, I emptied the Dust into it. In the end, the jar was just big enough for what Daiga’s body left behind. A poor funeral, I know, to end up in a jar instead of a family tomb, but tombs were ostentatious wastes of spaces. Out here in the Scar, everything’s in demand and there’s no such thing as a senseless death.


I wrapped the jar back in the burlap, careful to make sure it was layered enough not to crack on the way back. And when it was done, I rifled through his clothes until I found it. My fingers grazed upon something sharp and came back bleeding. I reached back in and found a hilt.


For everything else Vagrants cast off when they turned traitor—their old names, their old loyalties, their old friendships—this is the one thing from their service to the Imperium that they keep. The Imperial Dagger, the first thing they were given when they enlisted and all they really leave behind when the Lady Merchant takes them.


So, yeah, if you thought I’d be an asshole for planning to hock this for a lot of money, I wouldn’t hold it against you.




SIX


LOWSTAFF


No one’s really sure what the Imperial blades are made of. It’s a secret that their wrights take to the grave. Some say they’re made out of Dust, layered and hammered together. Others say they’re the carved and fire-hardened bones of mages, the few that the Lady Merchant leaves behind. Some, still, think it’s a raw form of severium.


Whatever they’re made of, they make a very unique sound when you drop them. And even though they’re roughly half the size of a man’s palm, they sound like a two-ton weight when they fall to the ground. It’s a sound that immediately commands attention.


The kind of attention that Staff Sergeant Revo Courageous paid me when I burst into the offices of his Cadre Command, brushed off his Revolutionary guards, and impaled the Dagger right on his desk.


Then he looked up at me and lofted a hairy, irritated brow.


“I specifically recalled instructing the recruits to empty the trash today. Yet, here it seems to have walked right back in.”


The Cadre’s offices were sparsely furnished, poorly lit, and sweltering from windows too small to let in light and doors too thick to let breeze in. And Sergeant Courageous was the sort of man who thrived in those conditions. Brawny, thick in ways that his blue officer’s coat had trouble containing, and possessed of a mustache that was more insect than facial hair, Courageous had given the best years of his life fighting Imperials and Vagrants across the Scar and had been amply rewarded by the Revolution with an uncomfortable chair and a nice sea of menial paperwork to slowly suffocate under.


I made it a point not to stop in freeholds too often, let alone freeholds on the ass end of civilization like Lowstaff. But there were certain things you could only get done in a city like this, which meant you occasionally ran into people like Courageous.


As I had.


Several times.


And if you’ve been paying attention to what I’ve been telling you, that should explain why he was looking at me like he was mentally fitting me for a noose.


“Yeah, well.” I reached into my cloak. “I was in the neighborhood.”


Courageous stiffened. The two guards flanking his desk—a tall fellow with short-cropped hair and a nice face and a short woman with a scowl—readied their gunpikes. I held up my free hand for peace as I withdrew a folded-up slip of paper and slid it across the desk.


“And I know how you love surprises,” I said with a grin.


“I hate surprises,” Courageous muttered, but he took the paper anyway. He unfurled it, ran his eyes over the big letters reading DEATH WARRANT at the top, and snorted. “So. The Phantom is dead.”


“You make it sound so mundane, Courageous.” I leaned forward on his desk with one hand, painted a headline across the air with the other. “Daiga the Phantom, Vagrant and Murderer, Bandit and Outlaw, Foe of the Revolution, the Imperium and Haven alike, took his seat at the black table after being heroically hunted down in a vicious battle with local heroine and incredibly brilliant and attractive manhunter, Sal the Cacophony.” I shot him a grin fit for eating shit. “Now, doesn’t that sound more dramatic?”


“Ostentatious. And you used ‘hunted’ and ‘manhunter’ in the same sentence. Repetitive.”


Courageous read a lot of books. That’s probably why he was so angry all the time.


“A more appropriate headline would be: ‘Local miscreant is annoying, decides to interrupt important Revolutionary business, gets paid, and then leaves and hopefully gets run over by a passing carriage and/or drinks herself to death somewhere where I don’t have to deal with the corpse.’”


“Hmm.” I scratched my chin, considering. “It doesn’t mention how pretty I am, but it’s got the important part covered.”


“Did you notice the way I gave you a variety of ways to die? I thought that was a nice touch.”


“Yeah, you’ve always been straightforward, Courageous.” I plucked the Dagger off the desk, flipped it across my knuckles like a coin. “Which is why I know that Daiga wasn’t just some common outlaw you could have sent a patrol after.” I leaned forward, held it up in front of him. “Even if he hadn’t killed dozens of your soldiers and robbed your stores, he was still an Imperial. One of their very best, in fact. Even if he did go Vagrant, his very existence in your domain was an insult, a stain on your record you just couldn’t scrub clean.”


Courageous was the kind of man who had a face great for killing and bad for playing cards. His mouth twisted into a scar beneath his mustache. His brows furrowed at my every word. And this little vein on his forehead that seemed to show up whenever I was around looked like it was about to pop.


“Fortunately, you’ve got a nice lady like me to go take care of all that for you.” I flipped the Dagger up, caught it by its hilt. “So why don’t you just pay me what I’m owed for doing your dirty work and you can go tell Weiless whatever the hell you want about how he got killed in your big official report.”


I know all about the Revolution’s precious ethics. They’ve got a thousand rules handed down from their Great General on what to plant, what to eat, how to fuck, whatever. And right up at the top, just below “kill all counterrevolutionaries” is “do not consort with Vagrants,” like me. But you don’t get to live through as many battles as Courageous had without being a practical man.


And a practical man doesn’t have ethics; he has jobs. And somehow, they’ve got to get done.


And so it was that he took a deep breath. His mouth straightened out. His brows relaxed. An icy professionalism settled over his face. That vein in his head stayed just as big, though, which is how I knew I still had the upper hand here.


“For the elimination of an enemy of the Glorious Revolution of the Fist and Flame”—he forced the words out like they took a tooth with each syllable—“hereby witnessed and sanctioned by an officer of the Cadre, I am authorized to offer the sum of twenty thousand notes.”


“Notes?” Given that I was surrounded by men and women who all had more steel than I did and fewer compunctions about turning it on me, I probably shouldn’t have laughed quite as loud as I did. “As kind as you are to offer me your Revolution’s paper money, I’m afraid I have no particular need to wipe my ass at the moment. Hence”—I clicked my tongue—“I’m going to have to insist on metal.”


Courageous’s mustache twitched. “How much?”


“Ten knuckles. And a femur. Minimum.”


“TEN?” That icy composure didn’t so much melt as explode into a thousand shards. His eyes bulged out and he almost choked on his mustache. “You killed a Vagrant, not raised the damned dead! To demand that much weight in metal is … is …”


“Sir?”


One of his guards—the tall man with the nice face—leaned forward, trying to whisper. But he had a voice unused to meekness and I heard him clearly.


“The Phantom was a considerable hindrance to our efforts here in the region. There was criticism from High Command regarding our handling of him. And he might have even been associated with Stark’s—”


Courageous turned his scowl toward the guard, who immediately cleared his throat and fell back into line, looking straight ahead.


“If the price is too steep”—I hummed thoughtfully—“I can always go see how much the Imperium will pay for it. There’s an agent to the Empress right here in town, in fact.”


Men with jobs, likewise, have people they answer to. And those people tend to have neither ethics, nor jobs, but an awful lot of pride that tends to get wounded by, say, losing a prize to their hated enemies due to thriftiness.


Hence why, after one minute, Courageous was looking at me like he would skip the noose and strangle me outright and why, after five, I walked out of his Cadre with a pocketful of metal.


There’s a hundred ways in which the Scar lives up to its name, but my favorite is this one.


The Imperium on the East and the Revolution on the West are the fingers that squeeze it until it bursts wide open. And the blood that comes gushing out is the freeholds.


Cities ostensibly named for the fact that they pledge loyalty to no factional power, they first started out as hideouts for bandits, murderers, and other scum who saw the Scar as a place to run away or a place to plunder. Eventually, that scum found trade and investment to be more profitable than robbery and slavery and wound up establishing some semblance of order. The laws vary from freehold to freehold, of course, depending on which baron is running the place, but the universal law between them is that they hold the Imperium and the Revolution in equal contempt.


Not that this deters business with either of them, of course. Freeholds still allow Cadre Commands and Imperial agencies to operate inside their walls, as a gesture of goodwill with a very expensive price tag. Sometimes, that’s not enough and one power or another will send in a small army to take it over. In most freeholds, the citizens divide their time between work, sleep, and worrying themselves stupid over which power is going to come kill them in the night.


Most freeholds, though, aren’t Lowstaff.


The first thing that hit me when I walked out into the city streets—other than a blast of hot air courtesy of the afternoon sun—was a face full of dust from a passing carriage. The draft bird hauling the load squawked angrily at me, the driver adding a colorful insult in agreement, as they rumbled up the road. The dusty citizens of Lowstaff—the laborers, the draftsmen, the peacekeepers, the mothers, and the children they couldn’t be bothered to keep an eye on—got out of the way more by instinct than by attentiveness. Each of them was involved in their own personal world of shit, not the slightest regard or thought for their fellow human beings. Not a one of them even looked up, let alone looked at the people walking around them. To live in Lowstaff was to spare only enough attention for your fellow man to hate him for a few precious seconds before you got back to ignoring him.


In short, my kind of town.


I pulled my scarf a little tighter around my face and set off down the dusty streets.


Lowstaff was just wealthy enough to be attractive to bandits and so was just wealthy enough for high walls to keep them out. Things like paved streets, stone buildings, or cleaning up the loafs of bird shit left lying around, they had too little money and too few fucks to remedy. The nicest building in town was the Cadre Command’s cold, stone bunker ringed with barbed wire and patrolled by stone-faced guards.


The money in my pocket wouldn’t be enough to draw the attention of people in a nicer city. But in Lowstaff, I had an urge to get on with my business before anyone started thinking the kind of problems they could solve with this metal outweighed the kind of problems they’d get by fucking with me.


“Madam! Madam!”


But it seemed I was too damn slow for that.


“Miss! Hey! Wait up!”


Footsteps followed as someone hurried to catch up to me. He ran past me, put himself in my way. And before I knew it, I was looking up at the guard from Courageous’s office—the tall one—standing in front of me.


In the dim light of the command room, he had looked like just another zealous goon in a nice coat. But in the cold light of day, he looked like a zealous goon in a rather shabby coat.


Not that he wasn’t handsome, in his own way; he had a strong jaw, graceful arches to his eyebrows, and his eyes weren’t too close together. The scar on his cheek and the way his crooked grin matched his crooked nose couldn’t hide his youthful looks. But it was his weapons that caught my eye—the short sword at his belt, the gunpike over his shoulder. They sat awkwardly on him, weight his body twitched with anticipation of shedding.


I can’t say exactly why that put me ill at ease.


“Madam Cacophony,” he began.


“My friends call me Sal.” I squinted at him for a moment. “I suppose you can, too.”


“Sal.” He shot me a grin too nice for a soldier. “I just wanted to extend my thanks to you for managing the Phantom for us. We used to have a medal for Exemplary Outside Duty, but—”


I pointedly jingled my pouch. “I prefer this metal, thanks.”


“No, I mean, really thank you,” he said, his voice growing uncomfortably genuine. “I know a lot of Vagrants are vile—” He caught himself. “I mean, no offense.”


I smiled at him in that polite “I’m screaming inside” way.


“But the Phantom was a problem for us. He slew at least ten of my comrades. Good men and women who gave their lives for the Revolution. Not to mention all the civilians he robbed and defiled. I just …” An exasperated joy spread across his face. “Thanks. Thank you for doing that.”


And just like that, I knew what I didn’t like about him.


They called themselves by different names. They called themselves a force to oppose the decadence of the Imperium and to bring freedom and glory to those poor nuls the Empress had crushed beneath her heel. But the Revolution was still just one more army filled with men like this one standing before me.


With their bright smiles and their eyes that lit up in such a way that made you think they actually believed in what they were doing, that they actually believed that the world could be made a better place.


And if you looked too long into the eyes of men like these, you might start believing it, too.


I knew a man like that, once.


“Sure.” I pulled my scarf down to avoid his eyes. “I’m always happy when killing benefits someone.”


“Cavric.” He fumbled with his hands, unsure as to whether to offer to shake mine or salute. Eventually, he settled on the former, thrusting it out. “Cavric Proud, madam. Low Sergeant of the Glorious Revolution of the Fist and Flame.”


“Cavric.” I took his hand. It was strong, warm. “A pleasure.”


“The pleasure is all mine, madam.”


I think if he knew what kind of hell his life was going to be after meeting me, he probably wouldn’t have said that.


“I should get back. Staff Sergeant doesn’t like Vagrants, let alone us talking to them.” He grinned, fired off a quick salute. “Keep up the good work!”


I watched him run back to command and I couldn’t help but grin. It was just like a man like that to use the words Vagrant and good work in the same thought. Vagrants didn’t do good work. We robbed, we cheated, we looted, and we murdered. And sometimes, we did that to each other instead of some poor, undeserving civilian. Occasionally, the world was better off for one of us killing another, but no one intelligent was ever happy to see a Vagrant.


I’ve heard the superstitions about us. A Vagrant looks at a pregnant woman and her baby dies at the age of two. Chickens lay black poisonous eggs if a Vagrant visits the farm. The blood of Vagrants will water a tree that will grow screaming heads.


That one’s my favorite.


There are others, but the end result is that most Vagrants showing up where you live will ruin your day.


Not me, of course.


A girl like me tends to ruin your whole week.
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You’re probably wondering why anyone would choose to live in a freehold, let alone try to make a life for themselves here. The Scar’s a harsh place—harsher still if you’re not afforded the protection of the Imperium or the Revolution. In fact, usually one or both of them is looking to either burn your home down or plant their flag on it. And that’s to say nothing of the beasts, bandits, clansmen, and of course, Vagrants.


So why set up shop in a place like the Scar?


Same reason anyone does anything stupid: sex or money.


Of course, sex isn’t any better in the Scar than somewhere more civilized, but there were a number of economic advantages to setting up shop in a freehold. Taxes were cheap, for one; there were no Revolutionaries to confiscate and redistribute your profits in the name of equality, nor Imperials to fine you for looking at a mage in a way he didn’t like. Like everything in the Scar, if you could make it, you could keep it.


Assuming someone like me didn’t come and take it anyway.


Which is why I found myself, in a darkened little corner of Lowstaff, standing beneath a sign with an elegant flower twisted around the words BLACK LILY APOTHECARY: TINCTURES, RESTORATIVES & ELIXIRS, pounding on a door no one was answering.


“Come on, come on!” I shouted. “I know you’re fucking in there.”


Really, I didn’t mean to sound as mad as I did. Frankly, if I knew I was on the other side of the door, I probably wouldn’t open up, either.


But I had business that day.


I glanced around the little corner and, satisfied that no one was coming out to see what all the noise was about, I took ten steps away from the door and aimed myself at the window. I took a running leap at it, my fingers catching the sill, my feet braced against the wall. Fiddling with the lock would be pointless—I knew who had made it—so I whispered an apology before smashing a window with the hilt of my sword. A quick reach later, I had it open and was pulling myself inside.


I didn’t feel good about that. Or about putting my dirty boots down on a nice velvet rug. Or about the whole forced entry thing. But I knew the proprietor—she wouldn’t hold it against me.


After all, this wasn’t the worst thing I’d ever done to her.


The floor and walls inside the shop looked to be made of the same high-polish red wood, though it was hard to tell. Every inch of floor was covered with plush carpeting. Every inch of wall was dominated by shelves. And upon them were all the neatly organized amenities you’d expect an apothecary to have: vials of elixirs, pots of balm, jars of dried herbs, all rigidly labeled by price and ingredient and jars polished to a shine. It was the sort of interior expertly maintained to make the very forceful suggestion that people who looked—and smelled—like me ought to stay out.


But by now, you should know how good I am with following suggestions.


The door was locked and barred with two latches, in case I needed any more idea that I shouldn’t be there. The counter was rife with scales, powders, and other such amenities, but no one was standing behind it. I made my way around, careful not to disturb anything.


On the other side of the counter, I shoved a heavy chair out of the way before peeling up the rug and casting it aside. A wooden floor, completely unremarkable, greeted me. And I would have sworn I was looking at just a floor if I didn’t know the person who had built it.


She always did love her secrets.


I ran my hands along the wood until I found it, almost by accident. My fingernail caught the barest edge of a latch so hidden and small I could only fit two fingers under it. I groaned with the effort of prying it up, but the trapdoor itself was silent as the grave. A fitting match for the staircase underneath, dark as night as it slithered its way into a hollow beneath the shop.


I double-checked my satchel—still heavy, nothing broken, nothing leaking—and took in a deep breath before descending. My nerves were dancing like they should have when I faced Daiga. What awaited me down here, I knew was worse.


The darkness smothered me, so thick I tripped when the stairs gave out after about ten feet and turned into a straight tunnel. I felt for the left wall, pressed myself against it, and began to scoot myself down the tunnel.


I suppose if you could have seen, my face pressed against cold stone, scooting inch by inch down the corridor, you might have thought I looked pretty stupid. But you weren’t in my head, trying to remember how high that trip wire that triggered a deadfall was, hoping the trapdoor wasn’t any wider than the last time I was here, wondering if the last pressure plate trap at the end shot fire, spiders, or both.


Also, it was dark as hell, so you couldn’t have seen me in the first place, so fuck off.


After twenty feet of picking, pressing, and praying, I saw the faintest glow at the end of the tunnel. A black square illuminated by a border of yellow light. I found a handle in the darkness, satisfied that I had put every trap behind me.


I gave a quick pull.


I heard a loud click!


And that’s when I remembered the saw.


A flash of silver whispered through the darkness. The shriek of metal hit my ears. And not that I was thrilled about falling back on my ass, but I damn sure preferred it to being bisected by the spinning blade that came screaming out of the edge of the wall. I ducked low, letting it swing over me for what felt like an eternity, before it skulked back into the wall with a squeaky mutter, disappointed that it hadn’t done its one job.


I crawled back to my feet. I pushed the door open. And by the dim glow of an alchemical light, I saw what was so worth protecting.


The air was stifling and thick with fumes. Beakers and vials boiled over blue-flamed burners, noxious mixtures distilling and churning out vapor of purple and green. Workbenches lined the walls; whatever wasn’t laden with alchemical apparatus instead held various pieces of machinery—not dissimilar to the one that had just tried to kill me.


Racks of weapons fit in every spot not dominated by tools or beakers. Gunpikes, pistols, blades—some of which had purposes I couldn’t tell, aside from killing people messily—stood on racks, in crates, wrapped in bundles. And every inch of metal, wood, or stone exposed was covered in faintly glowing script in a language no one had spoken for centuries. Illuminated by the blue light of an alchemical candle that hadn’t sputtered out in six years, the room was a workshop, an armory, and an explosion waiting to happen, all in one.


You could be forgiven for not noticing the girl standing at the center of it all. Hell, I didn’t.


Not until the hand cannon was in my face anyway.


I stared down its snub-nosed barrel, down to the pair of pale hands holding it. Over the sights, a pair of dark brown eyes rendered into a huge, wary stare behind a pair of gigantic glasses looked back at me. Locks of black hair fell out of a messy bun, quillpens stuck in it, to frame a pretty face locked in a tight-lipped grimace. Her face contorted at the sight of me, hands shaking along with her scowl as she aimed the gun at my heart.


Waiting for a reason.


I stared into those eyes—without blinking, without speaking—as I took a step forward. Through the fabric of my shirt, I could feel the metal of the barrel against my chest.


I raised a hand and slowly rested it upon hers. Her fingers warm and shaking under mine, I pulled one of them away from the trigger and set it alongside the barrel.


“Like this,” I said. “You don’t pull the trigger with both fingers.”


She blinked, perplexity plain across her face and growing as I straightened out her arms.


“Arms straight. And feet planted.” My hands slid down to her waist and tugged down, planting her feet on the floor. “Shoulder width. Make a foundation to fire from.” I clicked my tongue and pushed her hips back slightly. “And bend at the waist, for fuck’s sake. Stick your ass out a little.”


Perplexity turned to offense as she opened her mouth to protest. I, however, spoke first.


“And crucially, don’t point at anything you don’t intend to shoot. And don’t shoot anything you don’t intend to kill.” I met her stare again. “Do you intend to shoot?”


And she met mine. Her eyes rent large as they were behind her glasses, I could see resentment battle reluctance behind her stare, with anger sitting on the sidelines to fight whichever won. A long moment passed and I wondered if she’d actually do it.


I wouldn’t have blamed her.


But eventually, she lowered the weapon. Her body shrank from an already petite frame to downright tiny as she set it back on the table. And over her shoulder, she shot me a scowl.


“You’d just leave a huge mess to clean up,” she replied through a quill-sharp voice. “You always do.”


You might have thought it odd that the prospect of cleaning up a mess was all that spared my life.


But then, you probably didn’t know that many Freemakers.


“If you want a clean shot, you need to work on your stance,” I replied as she stalked back to her workbench. “I’ve told you a thousand times to stick your ass out.”


“And I have clarified on as many occasions that my posterior is not a concern of yours at this particular moment in time.” She took a seat on a stool and plucked up a quill, returning to her work of inscribing a short dagger with the same script that dotted everything else in her workshop. “Given that yours is in my workshop, though, I must request that you remove it, posthaste. Otherwise, I will have to ask that you wait for me to change into boots that I might introduce it to.”


You might have wondered why I was grinning at that statement. That is, if you knew her like I knew her.


Of course, you probably did know her. Or know of her anyway.


You probably heard about the time the Magnificently Impenetrable Vaults of Weiless were melted open with the aid of a potent acid. That was hers. Maybe you heard when the freehold Riverwild held off an Imperial squadron with arrows that exploded with the force of cannons. That was hers, too. And I know you haven’t heard of the freehold Chatterwise, on account of it disintegrating to nothingness in the span of half an hour one fine spring morning, but that was her work as well.


The Revolutionary, the Imperial, and the common dope alike have all heard of the Freemaker whose concoctions have caused so much disaster across the Scar. She had many names. You probably knew her professional one.


They called her Twenty-Two Dead Roses in a Chipped Porcelain Vase.


Fancy, right? All the Freemakers have names like that. But when I first met her, she gave me a different one.


“Liette.” I still liked the sound of it better. “I missed you, too.”


I shot her a wink. And, by the look on her face, she would have preferred I shot her with a gun. She turned her glowering attentions to the work on her bench.


“If that were true, you would have had the decency to walk into more than one of my traps on your way down here,” she grumbled.


“I doubt that,” I replied.


“And when have I ever been dishonest?”


“Frequently.”


“I meant dishonest with you.”


“Frequently.” She glared at me over the rims of her glasses. “I have no doubts that you missed my expertise, Sal. Whether you missed my company, I have concerns.”


“Can’t it be both?” I dared to lay a hand on her bench, my fingers brushing hers. “No one can do for me what you can.”


They were permitted to linger there, under a wistful stare, for just a moment before she pulled them away.


“Any Freemaker can tend to the needs of your firearm, no matter how exotic you consider it to be.”


“Well, sure, but no one cares as much as you do.” I leaned an elbow on the workbench. She pointedly pushed my elbow off the workbench. I put my bag on it instead and ignored the death glare she gave me. “The Cacophony likes you. He always aims better after you take care of him.”


At that, she flashed me a look. Not a smile. Liette didn’t have a lot of smiles to spare in the first place, and she had wasted many of them on me a long time ago. But there was the barest tremble of her lips, the ghost of a grin I had once known very well before I killed it.


“Weapons don’t have emotions,” she said.


“They do when you’re done with them.”


“And I don’t have time to spare. What do you want, Sal?”


“I need some help with something.”


“Many people do. Such as the people who meet you. Though, typically, that help consists of medical aid or compensation for property damage.” She continued scribing that peculiar script along the dagger, narrowing her eyes. “As I have no intent of indulging either, I must insist you depart before—”


“Third law.”


That got her attention. She shot bolt upright, fingers clenching around her quill so tightly it snapped, and the angry look she shot me was the sort of thing you usually save for men talented enough to urinate across the gravestones of your mother, grandmother, and great-grandmother all at the same time.


She always hated when I invoked the Laws of the Freemakers.


While they were strictly independent, managing a collective of the most brilliant and least inhibited creators in the Scar did require some order. And while their beloved Laws were labyrinthine and indecipherable enough to be created by a group of renegade alchemists, machinists, and wrights, the first seven were easy enough to remember.


Like my personal favorite, the third.


“All debts between a Freemaker and anyone providing assistance to the Cause must be honored by the Freemaker,” I said, leaning forward with a smile even I would punch off my face. “I’m sure I’ve done enough for you to warrant that. Remember when I obtained that forbidden tome of Imperial script for you?”


“Stole,” she corrected. “You stole it. And that was repaid by me providing you with enough ammunition for your weapon to decimate a small township. Which you did.”


“What about the time I killed those bandits who burned down your last workshop?”
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