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Bloody Dust
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As the sabre clashed against both sword and parrying dagger, sharp pain shot through Gwenael’s wrist, exploding in his elbow. His opponent had taken full advantage of the momentum he had brought coming out of a gallop. A sickening crunch accompanied the blow. Gwenael’s fingers went numb. At least he could raise his weapon – for now. He clenched his fist around the leather, damp from sweat as it was, and deflected the blow. His grip on his sword started to slip. How much longer would he still be able to fight?

Fortunately, the Pareshi took no more notice of him. He sped through the army, hacking mindlessly around himself with his sword. Pursuing him was pointless.

He had to prepare himself. The next opponents were already thundering toward him on horseback. He sought solid footing on the hard, sandy ground.

His breath came in short gasps. The cloth that covered his mouth and nose made it impossible to breathe in deep. He only sucked the material in, damp from his own saliva, swirls of sand and dirt caught up in it.

He was hot, but all at once, his fingers felt frozen. The thump of blood in his ears strengthened until it drowned out the sounds of the battle. For a moment, Gwenael’s vision constricted. Lights flickered before his eyes and darkness trickled into his awareness of the battlefield.

What was that?

Alarmed, he blinked until the image cleared. It left behind a high, sustained whistling, one that collected in his ears, intensified, before it expanded outwards.

Someone rammed him from the front, hitting him at an angle in the side. A kick. The boot hurt his ribs, even in spite of his cuirass.

Gwenael braced himself instinctively and tried to intercept it, but it was too late. The ground came up to meet him. He rolled heavily over his shoulder.

At the same time, the pounding of hooves blended into the noise of battle and bowled over him in an intense blast. A dull bang sounded and was carried away. The horse buckled and dashed its rider to pieces.

That was close; far too close.

Gwenael got to his feet unsteadily. The world tilted, wobbled, couldn’t find its balance. He held himself stiff until the ground stopped swaying and only shook under the stamping of many hooves.

The smell of blood, faeces, animals and sweat overpowered him. His stomach contracted painfully.

Orin’s pale, colossal shape was sitting close beside him, over the horse’s corpse. In his hand was one of the long, double-barrelled hunting rifles. Smoke curled from the barrel before it was ripped away by a wave of nearby cavalry attacks.

“Thank you, Orin...”

Shouts - rapid warnings, spreading like wildfire - rang out left and right in the familiar language of Valvermont. Under the rushing of his blood, his panting, and the hammering of his heart, he could hardly understand their meaning. What was happening?

Orin rammed his fist against his upper arm. The blow almost robbed Gwenael of his balance. He faltered and caught himself.

Orin’s pale eyes were wide with horror. “Gwen, they’re overrunning us!”

A breach!

For one moment, Gwenael thought his heart had stopped. Icy dread crawled up his limbs and flooded his mind.

He stiffened. The shock provided him new energy, no time for exhaustion. He had to gather his people, withdraw, and surrender the post. It would achieve nothing, sacrificing them in a futile battle for a dead border zone. They couldn’t win anymore. There were far too few of them for that.

“Retreat!” Gwenael’s voice was muffled by the blasted cloth and the way it made him sound unrecognisable. He tore it from his face. “Retreat!”

Looking between the riders, he made out the outline of his soldiers who were fighting back. The fools - the heroes - were run down, struck down by sabres and bolts. The smart ones disappeared. His cry spread throughout the ranks, nothing more than an indistinct echo.

He clenched his jaw. Sand ground between his teeth. His nose was dry. He just wasn’t cut out for this environment, not like the Pareshi.

They lived in this wasteland, had adapted to their surroundings, and their General Nandhi was a wise, shrewd man. He was making use of the climate and local conditions to drive Gwenael’s small army away from the safety of the mountains in the steppe. He knew Valvermont’s soldiers wouldn’t be expecting any support from Sarina. Here, he could wear them down.

Gwenael quietly respected him and his officers. No army, no matter how well attuned they were to one another, could withstand the sheer mass the general had at his disposal. He led a vast number of inexperienced fighters into battle. They were not orderly – they reacted uncontrollably and hysterically. That was how Nandhi kept his opponents busy while his professional military attacked and wore down the supply trains. He undoubtedly determined the battlefield and rearranged it so he could send in his elite riders at just the right moment.

Gwenael lost his train of thought as the next rider closed in on him. A blade cut through the dusty air. He evaded the attack swiftly, only to strike a clumsy blow from below up toward the horse’s stomach. The animal danced aside instinctively. Its rider, however, seemed to have no idea at all about what it was doing. He hacked down with his sabre and rammed his heels into the flanks of the excited animal.

Thankfully, it didn’t obey him.

The horse reared up. Gwenael wouldn’t get a better chance. He dove under its body and slashed open its belly. With an almost human scream, the horse threw itself aside. The saddle girth cut into the wound. Blood and guts spilt from it. The rider couldn’t stop it anymore. He fell, only to be buried by his mount a moment later.

Sympathy for the man and his horse? Gwenael had no time for that.

“Gwen!”

Orin turned to him mid-movement. Whatever he’d been holding hit Gwenael in the chest. He dropped his sword and dagger immediately, grabbing hold of it. Only then did he realise what the priest had thrown him - his rifle. It still had one round left.

The next wave of riders passed by at an incredible speed. The ground shook. Hooves raised chunks of hard, bone-dry earth.

His vision changed. Sunlight fell through whirls of dust. The sandy haze left behind a surreal image of the battlefield. Armed shadows collided again at their retreat, as the riders mowed down all those fighting on the ground. They paid no mind as to whether they were their own compatriots or not.

One of them was half-mad in his bloodlust. He knew no limits and slew anything that came into his path. A berserker!

Gwenael yanked up the gun, chambered a round, aimed, and pulled the trigger. Recoil made the weapon hit his shoulder hard. Still, he only felt the impact through his armour, no pain. Pale blue fire flared out of the gun’s muzzle.

Horse and rider toppled into a throng of soldiers wearing the dusty, blood-spattered chest plates of Valvermont. The mass swarmed over them immediately.

Gwenael switched the gun to his left hand so he could pick his sword up with his right. Rifles were unfamiliar, monstrous, and barbaric; they killed far faster and more fiercely than bolts and arrows. The scattering effect of the ammunition didn’t just take a single person to their death, but all those standing around them.

Nevertheless...

Blue muzzle fire blazed, so close. In the same moment, white-hot pain consumed his awareness. Hit. Something had hit him. Where, he could not tell. Everything hurt.

He gasped for air. Pain lashed out and constricted his throat. His lungs wouldn’t fill...

The world tilted. The impact only weakly penetrated the fog of sensation.

Armour and shots drilled through fabric and skin. Light reflections danced before his eyes, which burnt in the blazing light of the battle until all that remained was only blinding white. The high whistle surged to new heights, robbed every sensation, flooded reality. The sound filled his head, made him float until he felt nothing more.

If only death would stay so merciful.

Gwenael collapsed into himself. The small movement cut him internally and drove him to the edge of consciousness. But the pain did not abate. Probing, it manifested itself somewhere between mind and body. Flowing lava ran down his throat. Stomach acid mixed with bile and blood. He retched.

Was that it? Inglorious life, then wretched death.

Numbness crept into his fingers. With the darkness came the cold, the daze, the nothing.

Fog rose from the damp earth. A weak breeze blew across from the bay and drove a fine haze through the blooming garden, catching in the shrubs and the columns of the pavilion. The smell of fresh soil and sea salt hung in the air.

For the first time in a long time, the temperature felt pleasant to Gwenael. Dust from the parched earth, the uncountable weeks of perpetual rainfall that barely made the overheated air more breathable, all of that was finally behind him. This was the place of his childhood, his youth. He was home, back in Valvermont. Here lurked neither death nor war.

Slowly, he raised his arms and spread them out. Peace in the garden.

A special magic lay over this place. Being so high above the city and the bay had always given him the feeling that he could stretch out his wings and fly.

No - no, that was wrong. How could the memories get so tangled?

His arms sank back down. This place was dark.

He turned slowly. Behind him - newly whitewashed - rose the old house.

The terrace, the mighty pillars that no one could fully wrap their arms around, the semicircle balcony, which ended at the gravel path around the house, with its curved flight of stairs leading up there. The two new, essentially squandered wings with their stained-glass windows, the gables, battlements, turrets, and consoles in glass-covered alcoves, which dainty female figures looked down from, those who writhed in agony in the arms of their robbers...

This house was a contradiction in itself. Beautiful, flamboyant, wanton, and repellent. It was a mark of status and at the same time, a sign of absolute decadence. Whoever lived here got everything he wanted - no matter how many corpses lay in his wake.

His father had proven that in a spectacular manner. In the end, it was not only his business competitors who had fallen by the wayside, but his wife and his children too. The splendour of the villa had to be preserved, just like the damn name.

Anger, hate, strife and death had soaked into these walls and filled them to the top with wickedness.

Gwenael turned away before the house could weave its dark magic.

Away...

It was probably unwise to bring the attentions of others to himself, even if it was only the staff. Answering questions and facing his siblings... He didn’t want that - not yet.

He went down the steps quickly. White stone crunched under his heavy boots. He stepped off the spiral steps into the grass and walked a little way down the slope. Soon, the mist that the damp earth was exhaling would disguise his presence.

The ground sprang with each step. Under the waft of mist, he made out the green shimmer of the meadow. The patch under his feet felt fresh and soft, endlessly pleasant.

Was the allure of the house stealing into his thoughts? Was it awaking again that thrilling prickle that crawled into his nerve endings and engulfed all his good sense?

With a struggle, he shook the thoughts away. The feeling remained but diminished until he could only feel a hint of it.

Better that way.

He drew himself up.

In the hollow of the valley lay the central market and the harbour. Lighthouses rose like giants above it all, flanking the entrance to the natural strait. They were lit. The early morning sun reflected on the waves. Pure white reflections of light...

The thought was like a blow to his chest and stomach.

What was that? What... unpleasant, painful.

Red-brown dust wafted suddenly through the cool morning air. Sand crunched. Gwenael smelt the sweat of horses. Their sheer closeness only provided more heat. He swallowed hard. The taste of blood and vomit was on his tongue.

The subtle scent of flowers drifted from the lilac trees and reached his nostrils. There was something light and free in the fragrance. No, no, that’s not right.

Irritated, he blinked. Behind all this delicacy ran something - something numbing, something that immediately impeded his breathing, his thoughts, congested his head. The sweet aroma settled suffocatingly on his chest and went to his head like bad wine. He felt sick.

Something was wrong. Was the house poisoning even the garden?

Quickly, he passed the spot before his stomach heaved. The scent fell back behind him.

Some distance away, he stopped. His gaze swept over the harbour again. Through narrowed eyes, he recognised the ships in the rambling installation and a certain disturbance in the shadows. A myriad of shapes moved along the quayside and between the storehouses.

Beyond the walls of the estate lay freedom. This place was a part of another strange life, a part of the fears and losses. Just as the earth exhaled the mist, so the Chabod Villa exuded hate and madness.

Coming back here was lunacy.

Wait, slow down. There was a misstep somewhere in his thoughts. When had he even returned?

Dull pressure awoke behind his brow. He could not remember. How had he come here, to the park?

He shook his head sluggishly. A fine, high pain that reached his teeth mixed in with the throbbing in his forehead.

Concentration - no, it petered out in the hazy blackness. What came before the certainty that he was at home? No, that was nothing, just memories that were unravelling.

His heart beat slowly and hard. Some way away, dogs bayed. Was he dreaming?

As Gwenael tried to collect his thoughts, they escaped him, leaving behind an emptiness that congealed with the pain in his skull into a mass of discomfort.

Again, the barking. It sounded different, hollow.

He looked over his shoulder. Nothing. The sound was probably coming from the courtyard of the villa or the carriage house.

He recognised the deep, muffled grumble of Alain’s old hound, Momo, just as he did the clear yapping of Desirée’s pinschers.

Was Momo still alive? Could a dog reach twenty years of age?

As quickly as the sour taste of doubt had arisen, it vanished and blew away with the sea breeze.

The odd absentmindedness returned. He tried to find a focus. So long as his gaze brushed over something, images took shape. The associated thoughts slipped away every time before he could assume the shape of them.

More barking.

Who...?

Oh, yes, Momo, good old dog.

Something was manipulating his senses.

A cold gust hit him. Instinctively, he braced his feet on the ground. Where were his thoughts right now? They drifted off, followed the wind.

Strangely symbolic...

A slight pulling and burning pain surged up, only to subside again. The clear cold emptiness that followed behind his eyes in its wake was so pleasant.

He breathed in deeply.

Distantly, iron-bound wheels crunched over the gravel. The pinschers yapped excitedly. Desirée’s weary inflection mixed in with the sound of the dogs. He could not understand it.

She and Alain were only just arriving home. They’d probably left a tiring night behind them, perhaps one full of business matters that they had to do as part of the Chabod name.

Gwenael resisted the urge to turn around.

Should he greet them? No, that was secondary. They would not be up to concentrating on him, overtired from the long night. There was time for all that, possibly so much that he could avoid a conversation with them.

His back flinched again. He wanted to turn. No, the spell of the house was far too strong. He didn’t want to succumb to it.

The Chabod House, the commercial powerhouse Chabod, the criminal Chabod, the dead Chabods; the name was a burden. That was why he had freed himself from the responsibility.

Alain and Desirée could not do that - not as heirs. Being a soldier, an officer, did nothing to protect against the fact that he belonged with them - with all its consequences.

Something tugged and dragged at his attention; the feeling of being gazed at tore through Gwenael. The house called to him.

Cursed place!

He felt dizzy. Heat pricked down to his fingertips and pushed out the coolness with an unpleasant tingling. Iron bars tightened around his heart again. In the furthest back corner of his mind, the impressions returned, fragmented and incomplete.

The night from so many years ago, his first night on the roofs, boiled up with bile and fury. Gwenael was a child again and felt damp moss on rough stone, the pressure of the darkness. The clammy warmth crawled under the fabric and solidified into a greasy layer on his skin.

He remembered the uncertainty, his fear of the edge, dizzying heights, and the steep housetops he slid over. All these impressions exploded anew in a blaze that scorched through his nerves.

The past curdled into the present...

Sweat ran under his collar, soaked into the leather of his jerkin. His trousers stuck to his legs. He froze in the wind, wind that wanted to wrench him against the wall. The hook in his anchor jangled quietly on his belt. Quiet, the darkness was his friend, just no sound. The pull of the depth...

There he lurked, stared out of wide-open, bulging eyes, whispered, commanded.

Then the hand that rammed between his shoulder blades, thrust him forward...

No, get out of my head!

The impressions floated back into the gloom. He slammed the door shut behind them.

Breathing hard, he braced both hands on his thighs. Madness. His fear of heights was still there, had been since that night. Nevertheless, he had a handle on it, just like he did on the memories.

Perhaps it was cowardice or idiocy, but he had adopted the way of a soldier for good reason.

The tingling at the back of his neck rose again. The airs on his arms stood up. He had to swallow to shift the suffocating lump in his throat. It didn’t work. His heart sped up until he thought it would burst. Something stood up close behind him, stroked over the back of his neck, damp, ice-cold, incorporeal...!

Gwenael whirled around.

There was nothing; only the villa towered overbearingly over him. Against the range of hills, it seemed immense, far larger than it really was.

Desirée’s voice wafted over to him. This time she sounded substantially louder and clearer. She was giving terse instructions.

The impulse to wheel around and flee overpowered the spell of the house. He did not want to face any of them - not Desirée, not Alain. What would they say when they discovered him? How would he react?

The big brother, returned from the battlefield.

Battlefield? Was it that?

Yes, that was it. A short time ago he had won meaningless battles against young soldiers with his army. Against soldiers who, days before, had still been tilling their fields.

Slowly, he stroked over his breastplate. The greasy leather of his gloves drew a light stripe through the dust. His fingers stumbled. They dug into many tiny pits.

He looked down at himself and frowned. A tenuous sharp pain woke, now, where he saw the deformed blackened metal.

He had returned injured, not as a hero.

Where should he turn? Alain would not forgive him if he withdrew from them.

The last time he had seen them had been six or more years before. It had been no beautiful togetherness. How would they handle him? They would probably waste their pity on him. Would they meet him with other feelings? Alain would presumably be adamant that he should live here. Gwenael could not do that.

He closed his eyes. The darkness was good. It began to flicker and curve, until the uncanny foggy images of his childhood, the shadows, and the screams from the house tore the cocoon asunder. The impressions of the rooms, three floors with purchased wealth, grasped at his memories. It was a cold place. Something old and dark lurked in the walls and changed the two rooms that he and Alain had inhabited into something abstract.

Voices and susurrus in the walls, together with the substantial shadows, paintings, and statues that cried blood, none of that could be disowned. This thing that suffused the place tore away every delight, even their joyful mother.

When Alain, Desirée and he had found her corpse back then, life in the house had curdled into a still deeper darkness. It was as if the eerie reality had faltered, only to intensify. The last scrap of light had gone with her.

He banished the memory and turned.

Away from this place...

After a few quick steps, he stilled. Slowly his limbs filled with the same debilitating heaviness he recognised from before. Maybe it would have been better to remain on the battlefield.

Wood scraped over stone. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. Someone stared at him.

“Gwenael.” The fog muffled Desirée’s voice. A mix of surprise and joy vibrated in it, along with exhaustion.

Did he have to face her?

Against his will, he turned his head.

She was standing on the terrace, holding tight to one of the wide columns. Shards of crystal glittered in her dark, pinned-up hair. The glint deflected from her face.

No, that was not right. He could not grasp it correctly, at all. The view seemed to elude his gaze. Maybe it was down to the distance.

He made his way up the hill sluggishly. Every step cost more strength than he could spend. It felt as though his strength was flowing out of him. Under his armour, his shirt and jerkin stuck to his skin. They were drenched with sweat.

Sweat? No. Something else oozed into the cloth. He felt compelled to slowly look down. Everything in him baulked.

Blood ran out of his armour, blue, iridescent blood, clumping on the sharp edges. At the same moment, the pain exploded. The feeling was so dreadfully familiar...

Waves of heat and cold flowed through him. All feeling drained from his body. The rifle and sword fell into the grass. It smelt like battle. Dust drifted along with the fog.

The blue tide flowed from his chest and stomach and disappeared into nothing.

Where was he - on the battlefield, or in Valvermont?

Moving his head cost strength that he no longer had. Even so.

Desirée was holding even tighter onto the column. Red dust wafted around her and draped her in a haze. Tears shimmered in her dark eyes and drew light tracks down her dirty cheeks. Her lips trembled.

She pushed herself away, drew back, further onto the battlefield, until she bumped into the horse carcass. She stared down at it, horrified, before she threw both arms around her too-round stomach, as though she wanted to protect the unborn life within.

She bared her teeth. “You’re back home.” Sheer loathing lay in her voice. “Too late!”

There was nothing that did not hurt. Pain drilled into every fibre. Gwenael even lacked the breath to scream.

Flaming lances shot through his bones, burned his nerves. The world was made up of sheer agony.

It was unbearable.

“Gwen.”

The whispered voice - who did it belong to? He recognised it. The affectionate undertone belonged...

“Orin.” The breeze barely carried the sound.

“I’m with you.”

Warm air brushed his ear. This touch caused something unpleasant, not pain, but repugnance.

Hopefully, Orin would not touch him again.

He could think again, clearly enough to arrange the most important things, at least. Enough to realise what had happened.

Every movement took inhuman effort. He could not even lift his eyelids. But Orin’s proximity meant he lived.

Death retreated to another indeterminate point in time. Something in him found quiet. He relaxed.

Suddenly he heard the creak of wood and the slap of fabric against a tent frame. Quiet groans reached him. So did the stink of sweat, urine, blood, and rotting flesh.

He was not in Valvermont, but in the south, at the border between Sarina and Paresh, and he was lying in one of the tent camps; there was an increasing probability he was in a field hospital.

How had he survived?

The question moved away and began to disintegrate. Exhaustion and fatigue seized him and tugged him with them into warm peace.
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The Machinist

[image: image]




Voices rose over steady background murmurs, never-ending conversations that were carried up from the street, the sounds of feet on the cobbles, and metal-shod cart wheels. The high whistle and hiss of a steam kettle sounded. A little later, scraping sounds from the cobbles drifted upwards.

Gwenael let his quill sink and looked up. Orin, sitting opposite him, lifted an eyebrow but only shrugged.

Slowly, Gwenael rose and walked to the window. He could only hold back his curiosity for so long. Damp warmth wafted in along with increasingly loud pounding noises.

What was that?

He braced himself against the window ledge and looked down into the alley. A cocoon of curious bystanders had formed on the flagstones in front of the entrance. Men and women stood crowded together so that they could see enough.

The inn’s awning was in the way. Gwenael could not make out anything more than a grey column of smoke that was pouring out below. The heaviness of coal and metal smoke lay in the air. The sharp, burnt smell of fermented fruit drifted up.

He narrowed his eyes and ducked down to get into a better position.

Someone laughed. At the same moment, a shapeless creature made of copper plates padded into the sunlight. It moved clumsily, wobbling out of the shadow of the entrance. Its sharp muzzle and massive body were reminiscent of a stylised rat. The scraping came from tiny metal feet, which raised and sank while a long, increasingly narrow tail lashed close to the cobbles. On the highest point of its back, a wide vent opened, and smoke and flames shot out.

All told, the metal animal was around knee-high. A man followed it, assuredly the inventor. He wore his messy, light locks knotted in a loose bag at the nape of his neck. Gwenael noticed how short the man had clipped his beard. Certainly a precaution against injuries.

To keep the mechanical rat moving, he fed the burner steadily with an alcohol mix made of fermented fruit. The moment flames shot in his direction, he ducked aside.

He had thoroughly prepared for his spectacle. He was wearing thick gloves, heavy boots, unfashionable tight leather trousers - despite the early summer heat in Valvermont - and an armless jerkin. Burn scars showed on his rust-coloured, tattooed forearms, scars which presumably extended to his hands.

With a slight course correction, he guided the rat through the crowd, which parted before him and then flowed back in behind. Attracted by the crowd, children rudely elbowed their way through full flared crinoline skirts and pantaloons, over which hung considerable stomachs. They skilfully avoided the pointed muzzle of the mechanical animal, always jumping back at the last moment, unconcerned with who they stepped on or bumped into. Purses and valuables quickly changed owners.

Gwenael leant against the window frame and crossed his arms over his chest. If people were paying so little attention, then it was their own fault they were being robbed. Everyone could imagine that thieves would not pass up on an opportunity like this. So, no reason to take action as the commandant of the city guard. He relaxed.

Beyond his field of view, a woman laughed. Two others, who he could see again in the crowd, screamed shortly as they came too close to the mechanical rat. They had forgotten the world around them. So much ignorance and naiveté was unparalleled.

“What’s wrong?” Orin sat down next to him on the windowsill and pushed his braid over his shoulder.

Gwenael lost interest in the rat. He considered Orin. His white hair and his pale, sheer skin almost glowed. A steady shimmer of brilliance surrounded him. Among the sun-browned residents of Valvermont, he stood out.

Orin was, in other ways as well, an extraordinary sight. Despite his muscles, he had a lean, wonderfully wiry body. Compared to him, Gwenael was a tiny little thing. Despite all his strength, he appeared weak in his shadow. But in a comparison of orcs and men, he could only come off badly.

The differences were made plain, too, in his angular, shapeless face. Orin’s profile was anything other than beautiful. As a result of his distinct, protruding lower jaw and the two long fangs that grew upwards, his pronunciation lost clarity, no matter how hard Orin struggled with it. Seeing him eat and drink was also no delight, not to mention his kisses.

Why were orcs’ faces, irrelevant of which tribe they came from, always so misshapen? On the other hand, Orin was considered attractive in his home of Valverde. Of all the orcs Gwenael knew, his friend had by far the most well-proportioned face, even if it was still ugly by human standards.

The things that made him beautiful were his strong expression, the feelings that were reflected in his pale eyes, and his undeniably high intelligence.

Gwenael probably seemed foolish next to him, just a soldier, shaped for his position, but not a match for a priest who had studied for decades.

Yet Orin never treated him with contempt. He respected him, accepted him as an equal.

That was not at all common among the long-living peoples. But Orin was, ultimately, his life partner. No one was closer to him. They had shared their table and bed with one another for a long time.

Why, then, should he be bothered by Orin’s outside appearance today? Back then, when they had got to know each other, Gwenael had found him mysterious, masculine, attractive. The impression had disappeared with age, had worn off with the ordinariness and certainty of already knowing every secret. Reality found its way in, magic drained away. But was that not unimportant, as long as Orin just stayed with him?

Gwenael leant towards him and opened his lips invitingly. With a quiet laugh, his companion embraced him and let his tongue slide out.

The kiss was moist and soft, not passionate, which Gwenael regretted. His body demanded more. They had found little time recently to sleep together.

Still, Orin pulled away from him again and turned toward the spectacle. The mechanical wonder fascinated him.

Gwenael tried to control his lust. He was hard. If only he could at least smoke, but Orin had forbidden him even this pleasure.

All at once, he could not find anything to distract himself from the suffocating sadness of his recovery.

He stroked Orin’s big hand softly, where it was resting loosely against the sill.

Without turning his gaze from the street, he said, “Mechanical science is overtaking everything.” He observed the metal rat thoughtfully. “Sooner or later, the services of mages will be unnecessary.”

“Are you worried about that?” Carefully, Gwenael encircled Orin’s finger. A soft counter pressure answered him.

Orin lifted his eyes. A grin was apparent on his lips. “If my healing arts could be replaced by machines, then I would happily step down from being a caster.” He blinked conspiratorially. “That being said, I cannot be the stand-in for how all mages would behave. They have gilded their craft. It is time that they were shown their limits.”

The duties of a priest encompassed much more than just the healing arts. They were also necromancers and discoverers of the truth. Would there ever be machines that would be able to do that? It was virtually inconceivable. But thirty years ago, when Gwenael had been a child, no one had believed in a future with mechanical animals and magically powered rifles. By itself, the imagination was deceptive.

He took a deep breath and leaned his head against the window frame. “We will wait and see.”

Orin leaned further out of the window. “You are a pessimist.”

An imposing man in resplendent, gold-embroidered attire that originated from the southernmost part of Sarina, near Paresh, was clever enough to protect his coin pouch with his hand. He shooed the children away in annoyance, even aimed for them with his cane. He pushed rigorously through the crowd, toward the inventor, and grabbed his arm.

The way in which he tried to attract attention was just as unrestrained as his demeanour towards the petty thieves had been.

Gwenael examined him thoughtfully.

His aggressive manner did not seem to be appreciated by the inventor. He freed himself roughly, which prompted the Sariner to talk insistently at him.

Between the distance and the background noise, Gwenael couldn’t understand a word they were saying. But the conversation seemed to gain an edge and distracted both men so much that the rat stopped moving for lack of fuel. The reddish flickering inside the metal animal died down and the sooty chimney stopped smouldering.

The first of the curious bystanders started leaving. As the machinist noticed that his audience had lost interest, he interrupted the conversation. With sweeping gestures toward his rat, he began to collect a few sparse coins from the spectators.

The Sariner followed him, supporting himself increasingly heavily on his ornamental cane, to the point where the black wood flexed under his weight. Still, he paid no heed to that, instead speaking heatedly and gesticulating at the young man.

The brisk, elusive movements of the machinist made evident that the obtrusiveness had gone too far. Still, he did not chase the stranger away.

When the final men and women had left, the first scraps of conversation made it up to Gwenael. It had pivoted towards the wondrous mechanics of the rat.

Another possibility to think of something other than satiation: eavesdropping.

“Don’t you want to rest some more?”

Gwenael threw Orin a - he hoped - contemptuous look. The midday sun foiled his plans. Through the pervasive bright light, his companion gave off the appearance of a silhouette in front of the grey background of the dormer wall.

Gwenael blinked until his vision had cleared enough and white streaks had stopped dancing before his eyes.

Gladly, with you in our bed.

That was something he only rarely gave voice to. Orin would immediately recite the usual spiel about health, recovery and quiet. Since the beginning of the tenday Gwenael had become commandant of the city guard and – to put it nicely – he had been underemployed because Orin thought he was not sufficiently healthy enough for a visit to the garrisons.

The omnipresent concern in his countenance spoke volumes. He absolutely disagreed with the fact that the bed rest he had prescribed was being ignored.

But Gwenael’s restlessness was growing every day, and he was reacting increasingly more irritated with his companion. His misgivings were unfortunately not to be denied. Even surviving the shot had for a while - by Orin’s admission - almost seemed hopeless.

The shrapnel that had penetrated Gwenael’s chest and stomach had not been entirely removed and had begun to become encapsulated. Occasionally, it caused him pain.

Admittedly, Gwenael felt so exhausted after every great exertion that he wanted to sleep then and there. All the same, he had had to report for his new position in the city.

“The recovery phase has lasted long enough, Orin. I cannot hunker in this chamber any longer. Beyond that, even Prince Mesalla doesn’t understand why I should hesitate any longer. I’m the commandant-”

“Mesalla is crazy.” The words sounded certain. In the presence of the black prince, however, Orin would have never dared to say them aloud.

Annoyed, Gwenael shook his head. “Careful, Orin.”

Something clattered, metal scraping over plaster.

Gwenael looked down.

“Listen to me...” The Sariner’s voice barely sounded controlled. He stood opposite the machinist, directly behind the cart belonging to the merchant Gaspare, who delivered wine and beer to the taverns.

Orin leaned out so that his head was in Gwenael’s way. He stretched. Pointless. The white shock of hair still hid both men.

The leather-clad machinist walked with long, decisive steps across the area Orin and the awning were not blocking. He was clearly heading for the tavern opposite, the De la blanc raisin. The cart blocked the direct entranceway. Its team of six strong horses and the men who were unloading barrels and giant wicker bottles, then loading back in the empties, occupied a tremendous amount of space.

So as to not lose the machinist from his sight again, Gwenael leant further out of the window. One of the shards of metal in his abdominal wall pricked unpleasantly at the movement.

The Sariner followed the young man, grabbed his arm and wrenched him around so that he had to face him.

“I won’t make such an offer a second time, understand?” The Sariner spoke the language of Valvermont remarkably without fault, a rarity.

Ungently, the machinist tore himself free. He was an exceptionally short man and, at most, reached his fellow’s shoulder. Still, he did not concede.

“No! I am not selling my services, merchant. And especially not to vermin like you!”

What was it? Services? The Sariner must have proposed that he build something or sell some technology and the plans for it.

The heaviness of Paresh lay in his manner of speaking. The man must have come from the furthest corner of Sarina. A merchant or a spy? There were enough of both bustling around the city.

Possibly the Sariner only wanted to add to a mechanical zoo, but with the way the young man had reacted to him, Gwenael eliminated this idea straight away.

What could it even be over? Technology?

Gwenael narrowed his eyes.

“It is in your interest, Monsieur Laroche, not to insult me. It will not get you anywhere!”

“Where did you learn my name? Who revealed it to you?”

The Sariner seized his cane more tightly and raised it, as though he was going to strike.

Laroche flinched. His rat slipped. Quickly, he grabbed after it.

The tension between them grew rapidly. In the muggy heat, an observer would be able to physically feel it. It would not be long before it erupted. All that unspoken aggression would certainly come to blows.

Gwenael had to intervene before anything worse happened. He jumped up and hurried down the narrow stairway.

Orin’s heavy steps made the plank floor quake. “Gwen, I’m coming with you.”

He looked briefly over his shoulder. Orin had no authority as a soldier of the garrison. He was still working as a healer and priest of the dead in Mesalla’s host, not in the garrison. On the other hand, it was impossible to deter Orin from his intentions.

It was unimportant, really, but this intrusive closeness did not sit right with Gwenael. Too much of Orin suffocated him.

As the warm sunlight received them, his companion had caught up to him.

After the dim stairway, the glaring light hurt Gwenael’s eyes. The plaster reflected it, similarly to the whitewashed timber facade of the De la blanc raisin.

Everything was far too bright. Awful.

He blinked away the moisture that had collected corners of his eyes and had started to blur his vision. His eyes were taking too long to get used to the sun. His eyesight had not been great with quick changes for a while.

Gradually, he could catch sight of splashes of burning alcohol and small amounts of gunshot residue on the plaster. Finally, his vision cleared again.

A distance away, at the steps up to the tavern, the machinist was standing with his metal rat under his arm. The weight seemed to be pulling it down. Still, he held it securely.

The Sariner was nowhere to be seen. Probably the merchant’s cart was hiding him. However, he could be heard. He was still talking at the machinist like before, although his tone had changed again. The edge in his words had given way to open threats.

Orin tapped Gwenael on the shoulder and pointed to the left. Without waiting for a reaction, he hurried across the street, went around a few of Gaspare’s labourers, who were loading up empty bottles, and crouched down behind the cart. His conspicuous behaviour caught the attention of the workers. It only remained to hope that Laroche and the Sariner were too embroiled in their argument to notice it.

Gwenael sighed. Orin had overshot the goal once again. That being said, he was not the commandant - that was Gwenael. It was becoming time for Orin to understand whose authority lay where, and that Gwenael was no longer under his command.

He shoved his hands in the pockets of his trousers and started to move. He did not want to engage with the same ridiculous game of hide and seek that Orin was carrying on with. Possibly his caution was justified, and he had seen a dagger or a pistol there. But here in Valvermont, they were no longer in the war. It was easier to deal with ordinary citizens than with crooked warriors or honourable fools.

Crazy how twenty-six years of being a soldier could influence one’s thinking. Differentiating between civilians and the military was folly. In a dangerous situation, no matter how it arose, Gwenael could only rely on his instincts and his knowledge of behavioural patterns, and both these things could fail.

He stopped in front of the massive cold-blooded creature. A worker paused mid-movement and scrutinised him curiously. Another tapped his co-worker and shook his head.

“Leave it. He’s a soldier. Don’t stare so. It’ll just cause trouble.”

Gwenael ignored them both. He peered past them, to the Sariner and Laroche. Would it come to blows? Tiny Laroche had no chance against the huge Sariner.

Warm air blew over Gwenael’s neck. The horse thrust its muzzle against his cheek. It appeared relaxed. Apparently, it was taking no mind of the argument near the cart.

Gwenael considered the animal. Large, dark eyes examined him. Cautiously, he lay his hand above its nostrils. Its short hair rubbed lightly under his fingers.

If danger announced itself, most horses reacted nervously.

Probably the argument would dissipate if he revealed himself. Just the power of the law.

He turned his gaze away from the animal and toward the two men. Orin shuffled around the back of the cart, doing everything he could to get in the way of the workers.

Even from his cover, Gwenael could not miss him. His white hair loomed over the edge of the cart. If Gwenael had noticed him, then the machinist, at least, must have seen him.

The Sariner, however, was standing with his back to Orin. For him, a cough from behind and a pale white orc would certainly be a huge shock.

Gwenael noticed suddenly, delayed, that the Sariner had stopped talking at Laroche.

His expression changed rapidly. It went briefly slack, then became taut again and warped into a hateful grimace. His bushy dark brows met over the bridge of his nose. He wrinkled his nose and bared teeth that had been filed to a point.

Only now did Gwenael see the tusks on his lower jaw. The man was a troll!

He pulled his head between his shoulders and then thrust it out combatively as he yanked up his cane and rammed it into Laroche’s shoulder.

Startled, the machinist fell back, out of his reach. He quickly put a few steps between himself and the man. He did not flee, however.

Curious faces began to gather. A large woman with a dripping wet linen basket pushed to the front rudely. Apparently, she had not reckoned with an irate troll, because she recoiled and let out a horrified gasp.

“Nicolas... watch out!” she cried.

Laroche snorted angrily. “Don’t worry, Marianne, I’m not going to be threatened by something like this!” What Gwenael could see of his face was red. “Are you out of your mind?” he snarled at the Sariner. His voice sounded far too high and, at the same time, raw, throaty. The words came haltingly; surely not as confidently as he would have liked. “You won’t force me into doing anything. I choose my clients myself!”

Gwenael blinked. The angry Sariner was not going to put up with that. The man was appallingly large and muscular, even if he was already of mature years. The southern Sariners were a militant people, because of the conflicts with Paresh. He would stamp Laroche into the ground.

His eyes narrowed into slits. Spittle gathered on his lower lip as his nostrils flared.

Gwenael weighed his options. He was unarmed - Orin could at least cast spells.

The horse beside him was beginning to get nervous. Its hooves clopped over and over against the cobblestones, telegraphing danger.

Gwenael had to intervene. He was the commandant - weapons or no. He gently stroked the animal’s muzzle before he drew himself up and stepped forward.

“May I ask the reason for all this fuss, messieurs?”

He horrified himself a little at the tone he had taken. His voice sounded colder and sharper than intended. But it would not hurt, considering how massive the Sariner was.

Laroche started involuntarily, whirled around, but visibly relaxed when he discovered the golden seal of the first commandant of the city guard. Gwenael had affixed it so it was clearly visible on his jerkin.

The Sariner seemed to notice it too. He raised a brow but appeared vastly less impressed than Gwenael had hoped for. In spite of it, he let the tip of his cane sink toward the ground.

“Commandant?” He sketched out a slight, rather ironic bow. Derision sparked in his eyes when he stood upright again. “We are in the middle of a discussion on a matter of business.”

Sheer arrogance resonated in his voice.

At first, Gwenael wanted to give in to the heat in his belly. But that would be foolish and would not have matched his strategy.

He relaxed and caught the Sariner’s eye.

Around his eyes and mouth, a dense net of laughter lines tightened. The frown seemed to strain him, too, because his comparatively smooth forehead curled up strangely.

Strange, that he had not noticed that before. His gestures, pronunciation, tone, and expression did not match together in tiny ways, and especially not with his face, which appeared friendly.

These hints amounted to nothing more than conjecture, but they triggered a bad feeling in his stomach. The many small discrepancies simply could not compose a whole picture.

Gwenael examined the trade chain that the man was wearing openly on his jerkin. The crest and the earth brown colours on the gemstone slab matched that of the Principate of Kesh.

He hesitated. That was impossible! Kesh bordered Valvermont and with that, counted among the furthest northern foothills of Sarina. That close to the mountains, a person was more likely to get chilblains and lung inflammation than burned skin.

The Sariner jerked his cane up.

Gwenael immediately fumbled around his hips for his sword and dagger. Nothing. His weapon belt was hanging on the door in his room.

Damn it!

The man laughed derisively and lowered the cane. A feint, nothing more.

Inside, Gwenael exhaled. A groan got through from somewhere behind him. Someone gasped. The large woman had dared to advance further.

Gwenael lifted a hand warningly. “Leave!”

She stared at Gwenael and nodded tersely. The water that was dripping from her basket left a sweep on the ground and at the same time soaked her skirt.

He took a deep breath and crossed his arms over his chest. “You were harassing Monsieur Laroche.” With a jerk of his head, he indicated the small, wiry man, who took another step back.

“But no, commandant.” The merchant lifted his hands exaggeratedly and warded him off. “I would...”

“Quiet.” Gwenael turned to the machinist. “Do you wish to make a statement against this man to the watch?”

Laroche knitted his brow. Slowly, he nodded. “Yes, by all means...”

The horses pawed the ground. One whinnied. Commotion was coming.

The expression on the merchant’s face changed from one moment to the next. Veins bulged at his temples. The skin on his face became taut, as though someone was pumping air underneath. It was almost as if something foreign wanted to burst out of a body that was not its own.

Gwenael backed up. His entire body prickled and cold sluiced down his spine. He sensed a fight and a danger that he had nothing to set against.

Why was Orin not stepping in? Could he not feel that magic was in play?

Something seemed to want to free itself from the body of the Sariner. Fine, red fissures of overexertion branched out on his temples and cheeks. At the same time, the merchant swung his cane like a mace.

Gwenael saw the blow coming toward his temple. He quickly dove beneath it in one turn and whirled around his axis in a crouch. A sharp draught touched him and shoved his braid aside.

Near him, the machinist gasped and dodged. The crowd pushed away from them.

Gwenael observed, just for a second, that the Sariner was striking out again at the same moment.

Where was Orin hiding?

The thought escaped him. The man swung his cane again. He was a good fighter, far too good. Without a weapon, Gwenael was dependent on his speed.

He threw himself to one side. Sharp pain exploded in his left shoulder. Something in his wrist cracked. A swell of numbness shot down to his fingertips. The blow had only grazed him.

Damn, it hurt! Colliding with a mace could hardly hurt more. What had he started a fight with, a flesh golem?

His lungs began to burn. Already, the air was sharp against his throat. He struggled for air, gasped. His movements were sluggish and dull. He was already beginning to tire.

Had he so severely underestimated his injuries? All his strength really was sapping away.

The man advanced on him again. Gwenael utilised his low stance and rammed his right shoulder into his stomach. The man faltered. So not a golem, just a man.

Clumsily, the Sariner lurched back and stumbled. Gwenael pursued him with a fist to his stomach. The cane clattered down.

Instinctively, Gwenael braced himself, ready for a strike. But suddenly his attacker screamed out. He stared down at Gwenael with wide-open eyes, the cane raised in the air. He did not stir again. Only his eyes rolled back in their lids.

Orin had finally stepped in. Panting, Gwenael stepped back. Only when there was some distance between them did he stand up fully again.

The Sariner remained mid-movement. Orin’s magic was holding him - the only question was, for how long?

The relieved sighs of the observers expressed exactly what Gwenael was feeling. Sweat ran down his forehead and trickled into his brows. He rubbed his right hand over his face and stroked his braid back. His hair had escaped everywhere, tickling his face.

Orin now stepped out from his cover behind the cart. He appeared tired, paler than usual and shaking.

Gwenael knew him well enough to know that his magic usually barely tired him. What power had he had to wrestle with that had left him so exhausted?

Gwenael stepped swiftly up to the merchant - or whatever he claimed to be - and ripped the cane out of his hand. His palm suddenly prickled. It felt as though he had suddenly reached into a barrel of salt meat or vinegar with an open wound.

He threw the weapon away, out of the reach of his opponent. The wood bounced against the wall of the tavern and rolled back, finally stopping before the machinist.

Gwenael looked around. They only had a little time to exploit this phase of the casting and take this man away.

A pale, gaunt woman with blonde hair shoved her way out of the cluster of onlookers, surveying the scene attentively. Her jaw moved as though she was thinking intensely. At the same time, she opened and closed her fists.

She appeared out of place because she was wearing an expensive but dirty silk dress and her long lank hair whirled openly around her head. A rich porcelain doll who had lost her way after a tryst in the Artists’ Quarter, one might think.

But something was not right with her. She stared, took everything in, only to abruptly turn away and shove back through the crowd.

“Wasn’t that Rollier?” the large woman with the laundry basket murmured. The name meant nothing to Gwenael.

He wished he had reinforcements, but he could not see any uniforms among the bystanders. Possibly the people were not letting the soldiers past.

If the man broke the spell... It was not worth imagining what would happen.

“I need ropes, cloth, and a burlap sack!” he cried into the crowd.

There was indeed movement among the people. One of the carters climbed up into the cart and lifted a half-full nosebag. “That work?” He sounded doubtful. Possibly he had an idea of what Gwenael had in mind.

“Sure it will.”

The carter shrugged and emptied out the oats before he threw the sack to Gwenael.

“Thank you.”

The man only nodded.

Gwenael exchanged a brief look with Orin. Fear lay in his pale eyes. How long could he still hold the Sariner? Time was getting away from them.

The tavernkeeper stepped out of the door and stopped on the lowermost step. She pulled her apron from the waistband of her skirt and held it out to Gwenael without a word. Presumably, the fabric had collected all the filth of the past few years, but as a gag, it would serve its purpose, in any case.

He awkwardly crammed a generous rag into the man’s mouth until he made a clear retching sound. The prisoner could no longer say a spell. With the sack over his head, he couldn’t see his victim. The only thing missing were ropes to tie him up so he could no longer use his hands, either.

The man must be powerful if he had managed to wrest so much power from Orin. Gwenael was not sure whether his safety measures would suffice. He had seen too many warrior mages over the years who needed neither word nor gesture to work their magic.

Maybe he was wearing further magical items on his body; for example, something that changed his appearance and lent him this awful power. The numbness after the blow to Gwenael’s shoulder spoke to that.

The large woman pushed forward.

Startled, Gwenael jumped as a jolt went through the Sariner. Was the spell collapsing?

His mouth went dry. “Leave, madame!” He stepped a way back for good measure.

The woman, Marianne, had to be the washerwoman, working for the wealthier residents. She ignored the warning and did not pay attention to Orin either, who was struggling to hold the spell. Without disturbing the Sariner, she walked around him and stood with her back to him.

Her eyes were narrowed. She pointed over her shoulder with her thumb but did not give voice to what she wanted to say. After a moment, she shook her head and let her hand sink.

She held the wicker basket pressed against her bodice. Thick hemp ropes lay atop the washing.

“Will clotheslines do for bindings, commandant?”

Gwenael grabbed them and checked their resilience. The ropes were strong, stable enough to offer resistance against his own strength. Whether they would hold the Sariner was still unclear.

“It will do. I would have preferred magic-absorbing metal.”

She shrugged and put the basket down. “I can’t offer you that, commandant. But your friend can work a spell of stability on the ropes.” She pointed over her shoulder at Orin.

Gwenael was unsure whether such a spell counted itself among Orin’s repertoire. It didn’t sound like a prayer. Most people seemed to assume that every person capable of magic had control over all types of it and could achieve miracles. That was nonsense.

As Gwenael forced the merchant’s arm towards him, tightening a secure loop around his wrist and binding it to the other wrist, he relaxed somewhat. The worst of the danger should have been overcome.

A glance at Orin told him that he had invested far too much power and was growing increasingly weak.

Gwenael pulled the rope so tight, it cut into dark skin. He knotted it thoroughly.

Orin gasped and staggered, exhausted, against the boards of the cart. His eyes closed. The shaking that ripped through him made his exertion clear. Slowly, he breathed in and out, obviously fighting for his balance, probably even to remain conscious.

“Please go and lie down, Orin. You will be no help to me if you collapse.”

Muscles twitched in Orin’s face. Sweat ran over his cheeks. Finally, he lowered his head and nodded. Beaten, dishonoured in an unprecedented way. Usually, he was the respectable, powerful, and elder of the two of them. How did he feel, being sent away from the battlefield?

Apparently, Orin had used all his power to treat Gwenael. He had pushed himself to his limits.

It was time for him to help himself again and relieve Orin. The selflessness of his friend was a memory of the intense love between them, which had become something trivial in the many years they had been together. The realisation hurt.

A smothered howl tore Gwenael from his thoughts. He barely noticed the heaviness of the body before he was buried under it a heartbeat later.
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The Investigation
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“Let me by, parhur.”

Jaleel slid off the steps to the side, until he bumped his shoulder against the brick circular wall of the staircase. The smell of tar met his nose. Heat was making the black layer that the warm wooden planks were varnished with come free. Later, the seat of his trousers would probably be sticky and dark. But that was not important.

He surveyed the gigantic albino, who towered at least two heads above him and was twice as wide. Even at that size, the man didn’t qualify as being among the strongest of orcs. He appeared drawn and exhausted. Fine, blue-black shadows had formed under his pale eyes. His pallid lips trembled faintly.

He had overexerted himself on this spectacle. A mage or a priest, probably. Which order did he belong to?

Most of those capable of doing magic wore their professions like they were swathed in a flamboyant fur-trimmed coat. This one was different. He was wearing modest street clothes - trousers, shirt, jerkin, and boots, all in earth brown and green, made of coarse material and leather.

The orc returned his look with little interest. He narrowed his eyes, clenched his jaw, but couldn’t fight his exhaustion. His hearty yawn directed Jaleel’s attention inevitably to his long, elaborately crested tusks. He was not exactly a beauty.

Jaleel looked down at him. Something was glinting on the orc’s shoulder, under his white braid. Was that a gold brooch with the inlay of a priest?

He pushed past him. The smell of sour sweat, leather and hard soap wafted after him. Jaleel turned and scrutinised him. Strange. What the orc was wearing around his collar really could be a church insignia.

Was he one of those priests who pursued their trade quietly or one of those men who openly acted against the decisions of city leaders and practised necromancy?

If he was a mage priest, then he was one whose church still had its own authority. But even these men and women had taken to no longer openly displaying their faith.

A priest... That’d be something!

This information was certainly of little value to Alain, but it would make money elsewhere - if it proved to be true.

The shadows in the hallway swallowed up the albino, but his steps still resonated through the stairwell.

Jaleel listened intently. Perhaps he could work out which floor he was living on. Everything else worth knowing about this man he would be able to find out in the tavern as, ultimately, Alrine Bergan, the landlady, was also the landlady of these apartments. Even if the dwarf had nothing to say, other guests would. A man like this drew attention to himself. A visit to his rooms when he was out couldn’t hurt either.

The steps didn’t stop. Where was he going, all the way up?

Quite a lot of time passed before the door snapped shut. Jaleel had heard five stops in between, the first four on the landings, the fifth high up on a floor. That pointed to the top floor.

This detail needed confirming before he looked at the orc’s lodgings.

The break-in would be a personal pleasure for Jaleel and would probably represent some extra income. Alain’s instructions, however, pertained to the new commandant, Gwenael Chabod.

Jaleel turned back towards what was happening, observing what was playing out on the other side of the cart. The people standing around Chabod appeared nervous. Something strange was going on. The Sariner swayed. Was he getting free?

Jaleel sprung up from the steps and stretched so he could see better over all the heads. That was impossible. The albino had frozen him!

Was this man capable of breaking the spell?

If he freed himself, things with the commandant would be over quickly. Did that lie within Alain’s interests?

The troll listed to one side and tipped. The situation was unspeakably ludicrous. Slowly, the stiff body tipped forwards and fell. Of course, he took the commandant down with him.

Some of the bystanders gasped; someone cried out in shock. A few laughed.

Jaleel couldn’t help it either. He grinned. He rarely had it as easy as the troll when it came to the law.

It remained to be seen how Chabod would behave now. He could take it with humour, which would possibly weaken his performance, or react like Capitaine Franquin and become a laughing-stock.

Jaleel sat down again. Who would have thought surveillance could be so fun?

* * *
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Something like this just had to happen as soon as Orin withdrew. Gwenael could hardly have had a worse start to active service, especially since the gathered people of the neighbourhood were standing around him and, understandably, some of them were laughing. This was clearly going to be the lead story in the weekly papers: Commandant buried under paralysed criminal.

Well, with a lot of humour it was possible to overlook that. At present, however, Gwenael was not sure whether he could muster such a good mood.

Every bone hurt as a few people leveraged the troll high enough for him to get free.

Stunned bodies had some of the same adverse effects as corpses: they were stiff and heavy. Luckily, the coachman from Gaspare’s wine and beer shop had the strength of a bear.

“Are you alright?” Madame Bergan’s raw voice sounded not at all worried; rather, she sounded amused.

Wonderful, now even his landlady was mocking him. He would not be able to show his face in her tavern any time soon.

“Could have gone better,” he groaned quietly. “At least no one will forget me after that.”

She smirked. “Could be true, mon commandant.”

Oh yes, this episode would cling to his name for a good while yet, probably forever. But what should he do? There would be other opportunities to put his sincerity to the test.

He sat up cumbersomely, his uninjured arm resting on a knee. His right shoulder hurt down to his arm because of the blow from the Sariner; it throbbed, and his wrist had gone slack. Slowly, he moved his head in a circle. At least nothing had happened to his neck.

A few children and adolescents were giggling and pulling silly faces, but an overwhelming share of the adult onlookers looked, all at once, concerned. Their gazes went past him. The reason for that was lying extremely inelegantly near him, with its face on the cobblestones, tied up like a roll of cloth in transport.

Some spoke quietly to one another. Others had withdrawn a little or seemed perturbed.

“On your feet, Monsieur le Commandant.”

The plump washerwoman put her basket down and held out both her hands to him.

Gwenael would have preferred to get up himself before she was on top of him too. Afterwards, they would certainly be getting into a conversation. He wanted to give her interest a miss.

His arm confirmed every movement with intense pain. He did not want to ask Orin for magical healing yet again. With some rest and a few days’ desk work, the bone would surely heal by itself.

“Your arm must be looked at.”

Whatever this woman wanted from him, she was tenacious and stubborn.

Gwenael tilted his head. “Thank you, I am aware. But I can...”

“You are Commandant Chabod, correct?”

He turned. Behind him stood a rotund sergeant, shorter than him and several years older. He appeared friendly, if somewhat unkempt. A pipe bobbed up and down at the corner of his mouth, which he immediately took in hand. With a few quick strokes of his fingers, he tried to wipe the leftover food from his beard.

Gwenael doubted that the soldier was taking the trouble because of him because his gaze lingered on the washerwoman. Only with some difficulty did the man tear his eyes away from her.

“I am Sergeant Rim Brunot from the southern garrison.” He held his broad hand out to Gwenael, rather than saluting him. Why not, as well? After all, they were not in a war, but in a city in which everyday life rippled out placidly before them.

Gwenael nodded at him and grasped Brunot’s hand with his left. The pressure of his grip was pleasantly solid and warm, but Gwenael’s gaze swept over his tobacco-yellowed nails. He would have to thoroughly wash his fingers...

“Sorry for giving you my left hand,” Gwenael said.

Brunot stopped him with a wave and pointed out Gwenael’s numb arm with his head. “I can see that that one’s not so good, sir.”

Another soldier pushed through the bystanders. His pale, watery eyes looked sore and lay deep in their sockets, overshadowed by red eyelids. Glistening pearls of sweat stood out on his waxy skin. His insignia showed that he was a capitaine and, therefore, far outranked Brunot. He struck the sergeant lightly on his upper arm. Immediately, Brunot stood aside.

“I am Capitaine Antoine Laribe, detailed to the temporary watch representation in this quarter.” His voice had a certain steadiness to it. He did not salute and did not offer Gwenael his hand. “We will bring the prisoner to the watch.”

“I am about to perform an interrogation, capitaine.”

Laribe rose an eyebrow. “You do not have to concern yourself with that, Commandant Chabod.” He sounded detestably condescending. With a movement of his hand, he pointed into the crowd. “We have a garrison mage. He will ensure we return to the watch in one piece. He will also-” He indicated the troll with his head, “Get anything further out of him.”

If he was searching for trouble, then sure, he could have it. Gwenael smiled humourlessly. “Laribe, I expect a different tone from you, understand?” He spoke quietly, but Laribe heard him.

The capitaine’s eyes narrowed. He bit his lip. He seemingly had to work hard to collect himself. With one hand he stroked his damp red hair back. The smell of alcohol, pomade, unwashed clothing, and sweat grew stronger.

Gwenael tried to breathe shallowly. “I will not stand for the men under my command speaking to me in such a way!” Somewhat louder, he added, “I will come directly to your watch station, messieurs. Then we will speak about this case. Until then, you should take Monsieur Laroche’s statement.”

Brunot nodded grimly. He beckoned over a gaunt, terribly young-looking man, whose expression revealed pure indifference. He wore light grey trousers and the jerkin of an order mage. Nevertheless, as well as the emblem of a mage, that of an officer of the southern garrison distinguished him as a soldier. He nodded absently at Gwenael and stepped up to the large Sariner. Although this peculiar touch of disinterest surrounded him and he appeared as pallid and grey as his clothes, he emitted, subtly, something intensively alive, as though resting under his shield was a whole other person. Gwenael could do nothing else but look after the mage. A kind of scent surrounded him that could not be ignored.

Fascinating - and in someone so young. But the pentacle mages were said to be extraordinary.

“Rim, help me get him to his feet until the hired carriage arrives.”

The sergeant nodded and hurried to help the young mage. “Of course, Shion.”

On the one hand, the sergeant did not seem to like being told to perform tricks on command like a trained dog, but on the other, he acted without argument.

Strange, since Brunot did not really give the impression of being an easily intimidated man. He was clearly not doing it out of sheer sympathy. The way he looked the mage over indicated disgust and uncertainty.

Presumably, Brunot was not even aware of that. Anyway, the young man was not in the least upset by it. He also did not at all make a move to lend a hand. Strictly speaking, Brunot struggled alone with the stupefied body. He tugged at the Sariner with unbelievable strength, without the slightest chance of moving him. It was hard to watch.

“Wait, Sergeant Brunot.” Gwenael stepped up to the other side of the Sariner and gripped under his arm with his left hand. He was not sure whether he would withstand the strain. But it would be enough to turn the Sariner so that he could be dragged into the hired carriage on his back. Beyond that, it offered Gwenael a good chance to sweep his pockets for paper, weapons, and magical items. “Let us try our luck.”

A wide smile flitted over the sergeant’s lips. He wiped the sweat from his face and dried his hands on his trousers before he nodded shortly.

Together, they rolled the Sariner over. The sack Gwenael had pulled over his head slipped out of position. He lifted the material carefully to see whether the Sariner had been badly injured.

The sight of the toll had in no way improved. His forehead was lacerated; his nose was probably even broken. Under the veil of smeared blood and street filth, the man stared at them. Emotions, amongst them anger, fear, and hate, sparked from his gaze. Obviously, he realised what was happening to him, but could not stir himself.

A thin red thread, mixed with spit, ran out of the corner of his mouth. If he had bitten his tongue when he fell, he would only be able to testify with the help of a priest.

Gwenael pressed his forefinger between his lips and the predator’s teeth to check. His mouth was full of red phlegm. It was impossible to make out whether the man had been severely injured or not.

If he were to not choke, they would have to change his position anyway. Brunot seemed to see it the same way. Concern lay in his expression. He pushed the motionless man to his side on the hip and shoulder.

“Doesn’t look good at all, commandant.”

“I will try to come by with my friend later. Orin is a priest. He can probably take care of his wounds.”

Brunot turned his head and looked up at Laribe. “Got that, Antoine?”

He twisted his lips and nodded.

“Please let me know when the carriage comes,” Gwenael requested.

He undid the metal brackets that were pinning the Sariner’s chain to his shirt and jerkin. They clattered to the cobbles. Strange that nothing was engraved on the setting of the gemstone piece. Gwenael had reckoned on at least a seal from the person who had produced it. Most jewels of this type carried elaborate engravings with inscriptions, titles of honour, and similar nonsense. This example did not even immortalise the goldsmith. Maybe the chain was a forgery?

Gwenael turned in the sun so that the light did not fall on him. The gold setting and semiprecious stones appeared real and cleanly crafted, even if not particularly well-tooled. There were far more beautiful examples.

He weighed the jewellery in his hand. His father’s chain had been a similar weight, but much more ornamented. In his memory, it appeared more real. Another magical artefact?

“Magus?”

The young man knelt near Gwenael. “Yes, mon commandant?”

“Could you take a look at this chain?”

Shion knit his brows and fixed his gaze on it. For a moment, he was silent. “I understand, give it to me.”

Gwenael nodded thankfully. Shion took the chain from his hand, turned it over and over in his fingers, examining the links, the rectangular plate and the settings.

The tingle in Gwenael’s neck, the staring gazes of the onlookers, the whispering... He could not suppress the unpleasant feeling of being measured and evaluated. It pierced into his subconscious.

Concentrate, he cautioned himself.

If he did not gather all the important details now, he would have no chance to do so later. He massaged his temple with one hand. The annoying pull on his attention subsided. He could disregard the observers.

Gwenael pushed the thick, dark hair of the prisoner to one side. The man wore golden rings in his right ear, six of them. On his bronzed skin, a very ornamental tattoo extended up to his jaw and down his neck. Gwenael recognised the symbol from the inhabitants of the border region of Paresh. It signified the god of prosperity.

Only rich people could afford such embellishments on their skin because they contained their family name or at least the clan mark as well.

Who was this mysterious Sariner? Or was he a Pareshi, after all? Due to the country borders, constantly in flux, that could no longer be certain.

“Laribe, Brunot, I need witnesses for this.”

Both leant towards him. The sergeant frowned quizzically. “What is that?”

“A sigil of nobility,” Laribe explained. The sour smell of wine rose from his lips. “They’re traditional among the Pareshi. When a child is old enough to be initiated into the beliefs of the family, they get a tattoo like that.”

Interesting that he knew the meaning of the symbol. Either he was far more educated than most men of his rank, or he had served as a soldier in the war.

“Correct.” Gwenael nodded lightly. “Could you possibly deduce the family through the symbol?”

“Sorry, sir.” Laribe shook his head. “I only know we can identify them by the symbol and that he’s a noble - or at least extremely rich - man. I don’t know my way around it enough to say more.”

Gwenael nodded again. “Can one of your men see to it?”

The capitaine shrugged. “Only a few of my men can even read and write.”

“Can I take a look at that, please?” The mage knelt over the Sariner. In a casual move, he let the chain slide back into Gwenael’s hand. Apparently, he had concluded his investigation.

“What have you found out?” Gwenael asked.

The young man did not answer straight away. With his mouth half open and an appraising look, he examined the symbol.

“A replica of a trade chain from the time before the war. I know the original. It is in the princes’ tower in Kesh and has been there for the last three hundred years.” He sounded as though the matter was settled for him and required no more attention.

Gwenael was astounded that such a young fellow knew insignificant details about the tiny country. The empire had sixteen principates and every one of them was larger than Kesh. Even Valvermont, a city, occupied more geographical area.

Shion considered the Sariner’s neck. “Concerning the tattoo - I will have to speak to my aunt, to be sure. She can doubtless tell me whose symbol that is.”

Gwenael examined him curiously. His aunt? Who was the woman?

Unfortunately, the young man did not explain. He stood up and pointed down the street, towards the market. “The carriage is coming.”

Shit. That was faster than expected. Gwenael wanted to examine the man thoroughly before he was taken off to the garrison. He felt across the prisoner’s chest. Under his jerkin, he felt a small object. Carefully, he undid the clasps and reached inside. A flush leather pouch on a strap around his neck. That could be a bullseye.

“Make room for the carriage!” Shion called before he got out of the way himself.

With a glance, Gwenael registered that the mage had herded the people to the side. Good, that won him another moment. He pulled out the bag.

An unbelievably deep, raw groan sounded, anguished, distorted from the depths of the man’s chest. Had he cast off the magic? Gwenael could barely suppress the impulse to jump back.

He met the eyes of the trader. In them lay suppressed agony. The small veins had burst so that his dark iris swam in a sea of red. At the same time, his neck muscles were stretched to breaking point. Gwenael undid the ties and looked into the pouch. A single milky yellow chip lay inside. It had obviously been part of a crystal, possibly a rock crystal. Gwenael could not determine it exactly. The stone was too discoloured for that. It appeared coarse and porous.

The groans and shrieks increased. Convulsions ran through the overturned body. Torn skin swelled up...

“Mage!” Brunot’s shout sounded almost hysterical. “Maître Shion, come here!” He jumped up and made room between himself and the Sariner.

Laribe, on the other hand, threw himself to his knees and pushed Gwenael’s fingers into the chest of the prisoner with his clammy, cold hands.

What on...?

The Sariner relaxed. His body lost all power. He deflated, exhausted, tired, drained. His eyelids closed. He breathed hard and heavily. Had the stone had this effect on him? And did Laribe know about this type of magic or was his rash action down to his observation skills and his sensibility? Only now did the capitaine lift his hands and stand up.

Carefully, Gwenael shoved the pouch back under the jerkin. He realised it was pointless - and too dangerous - to continue with the investigation in this place. The carriage stood ready, and he would still have the chance to inspect all the Sariner’s belongings once he’d been brought to the watch.

“Sergeant Brunot?”

The plump man only took half a step closer, his wary gaze directed at the Sariner.

“Yes, commandant?”

“Please ask around and collect impressions from people who were here from beginning to end. They probably perceived more and different things to me.” Gwenael pointed out the large washerwoman. “Madame Marianne, Gaspare’s men, and the landlady are people you should interview in any case.”

Brunot hesitated. He threw his direct superior an embarrassed look.

Laribe nodded tersely. “Don’t linger here too long, Rim. There is work to do at the watch.”

“The commandant must be aided first.” The washerwoman stepped decisively up to Gwenael’s side. He found her unbelievably pushy.

“My thanks, madame, but I will just clean up and change.”

She shook her head decisively but then raised her gaze. Her eyes had something pig-like about them. Still, she appeared touchingly loyal. “Your friend, the priest, is exhausted. You can’t expect much help from him.” She pointed to the tavern. “Let me take a look at your injuries. Maybe I can do something for you.”

She might have been right; nevertheless, he hated the thought of being treated by her. He looked up at the gable window. Orin was lying up there and was certainly already asleep. He did not want to wake him.

“All right, madame.”

* * * 
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Gwenael’s shoulder had stopped continuously throbbing a while before. Instead, it was swollen and bluish violet. Between the blow and the fall, the joint seemed to be injured. Every small movement caused a bright, high pain to fight in his consciousness. He twisted his lips. He had probably torn the joint.

He could not allow any further injuries. Sooner or later, he would be unusable for the garrison and as a veteran, a meagre, ignoble life waited for him. Contemplating that was no use.

Gwenael sat on one of the stools in the inn and watched as Marianne wrung out a wet cloth and laid it carefully on his feverish skin. The hardened muscular tissue relaxed. He had hit the pavement. The bump would be impressive.

How could he abandon all care in such a moment?

Gwenael had worked his way through countless years of war and military service, had led and survived battles, but he had never acted so clumsily in all that time.

Was his inattentiveness down to his constantly returning weakness, or down to the pointless thoughts that had preoccupied him recently?

Perpetually dissecting his feelings for Orin was just one of the things that distracted him. He had to gather himself. Mistakes like these cost lives, perhaps not even his own.

“Your friend doesn’t have much stamina, or am I mistaken there, commandant?”

“Excuse me?” Marianne’s remark had torn him back into reality.

“He had problems upholding his magic,” she explained.

The spell; she was not wrong. Orin was a strong magic user; how could he be so weakened?

He furrowed his brow. “That is very strange,” he murmured.

She did not react. She probably had not heard it.

Gwenael lifted his gaze to Marianne, whose unflattering voluminous bosom surged far too close to his eyes, as she replaced the cloth again and pushed his wet hair out from underneath. The touch was anything but pleasant. Everything in him baulked at her presence. He pulled back with goosebumps and a feeling of disgust that had taken hold somewhere in his throat.

To sit exposed before her and present to her the deep, black-coloured holes in his chest and stomach was something he opposed even more. And of course, she stared directly at them. Curiosity danced in her gaze as she examined the wounds that, despite scarring, did not want to heal up.

He did not like the concern on her face. Please, not someone else who wanted to nurse him. Orin was enough.

Gwenael turned his head far enough that he could ignore the mass of pale flesh that crowded out of her chemisette and bodice. Marianne’s round, reddened face appeared soft and downy in the light of the setting sun. A strand of hair had escaped from under her cap. She pushed it behind her ear, over her sloped, full shoulders.

She was in no way beautiful, but at least she was natural.

“I’m of the opinion that you should perhaps be healed after all. He can still muster that much strength, I’m certain of it.”

The intervention was beginning to be enough.

“He will, as soon as he has rested, Madame Valcaque...”

“Mademoiselle Marianne, please. I have no husband.” She pulled up a chair and took a seat opposite him.

Unmarried, then. Was that an invitation to slip into her bed? The conversation began to feel increasingly unpleasant.

He narrowed his eyes and examined her.

Marianne was human. She had to be somewhere around his age, between her late thirties and the middle of her forties. She had certainly laughed and mourned a lot in the past. The wrinkles around her mouth and eyes spoke to a varied, intensively waged life. Even so, there were neither many nor particularly deep wrinkles. It was possibly down to her soft skin.

She raised a teasing eyebrow. “Seen enough?”

The impression that he might be interested in her was the last thing Gwenael wanted to convey. An awkward situation, especially because Marianne did not cover it up. A lady of his class would have evaded him, blushing, and he would have no longer been able to be seen in her presence.

“Yes.”

Because of his short answer or even his blunt, hardly embarrassed manner, she seemed to be puzzled again. Suddenly a wide smile crept over her face.

“You’re not exactly squeamish for a fine toff in a tabard.”

He turned to his damaged jerkin, which was hanging over the backrest. There, where the cane had hit him, roughened welts had dug into the smooth leather. The spot looked dull.

She used the silence to keep talking. “You’re new to the city, even if people say you come from Valvermont and are one of Gilles Chabod’s children.” It wasn’t a question, just a statement. Still, he nodded.

“Why aren’t you enjoying your life and looking after your family’s interests?”

Gwenael did not want to answer that. He raised his eyes and found hers. His silence seemed to irritate her.

“I can see you’re a man of few words.”

Slowly, he got up. The cloth on his shoulder had already warmed up again. He dropped it back into the bowl. He slipped on his shirt and jerkin clumsily. At least, he tried. He could barely move his arm. It was almost impossible to get it in the stiff leather sleeve.

Shaking her head, Marianne got to her feet and helped him. “You really should rest, commandant.”

He ignored her. What did she even know about his work? He could not afford to squander away time. It was far too important to speak to the machinist and the prisoner quickly, to go through the secured belongings, to speak to the mage’s aunt or to simply look through the collected statements from Rim Brunot.

He was itching to find out the reason behind the Sariner’s appearance. His attack on Laroche was especially incomprehensible to Gwenael. If he were in the trader’s place, he would have acted differently. A momentary retreat would have been far cleverer. There were, after all, other opportunities to see the machinist again and strong-arm him.

How foolish, to place oneself in danger - or was something else hiding behind that? What did it have to do with the man’s magical abilities? Why had he used them so clumsily?

Gwenael needed answers.

With one hand, he closed the clasps on his jerkin. Turning to Marianne, he said tersely, “I have to go.”

“You want to know what the strange man’s behaviour was hiding, right?”

“Yes, of course.” Surprised, he looked at her.

She pursed her lips. “I watched him from my customer’s window, as I was hanging out the washing. He looked as though he didn’t fit in his body anymore and he didn’t have enough control over it.”

Marianne seemed to be an attentive observer. Her impressions matched his own and awoke his interest. “What else did you see?” he asked.

“A lot. And at the same time, nothing. I can’t put it in words properly, commandant.” She hesitated for a moment. “He gave me the impression that... It felt like his puppeteer had suddenly changed if you know what I mean.”

“Puppeteer?” That was an impressively good euphemism, Gwenael had to admit. He came to a decision. “Marianne, would you accompany me to the watch?”
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Jaleel
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Jaleel could see Marianne helping Chabod into his jerkin through the open door of the tavern. Unfortunately, he was too far away to hear more than their muffled voices. But it looked, after, as though the commandant had geared himself up for their departure.

Jaleel put both hands on the steps to brace himself as he got to his feet. He was tired, felt heavy and stiff. His limbs prickled.

He blinked the flecks of light away from his eyes. The sluggish darkness held its own. He hadn’t moved for too long. The silhouette of the building remained and eclipsed all other senses. Damn it.

After a while, his sight cleared up. Luckily, the commandant was still standing on the steps and talking to Marianne. It looked like she was delaying him.

Why? What did she want from him? Had she seen something interesting during the attack, or did she just want to make herself interesting?

Jaleel shielded his eyes from the sun and retreated into the shadows of the entrance. If she noticed him and called him over... It wasn’t beneficial to his task if Chabod memorised his face.

Jaleel moistened his dry lips. Marianne spoke to Chabod again, this time putting her washing basket down and placing her hands on her hips. The commandant hesitated. He seemed to deliberate. Finally, he nodded. Her features brightened.

“Alrine, I’ll come fetch these later.” Without waiting for an answer, she hurried down the steps.

Chabod went. She followed him closely.

From the stiff way he was moving, he had to be in pain. Despite his sunburnt skin, he appeared pale, almost olive-green, like the people who lived at the southern border. His expression wavered. He seemed to be having trouble controlling himself. Still, he stepped out and acted as though he was strong for Marianne and a few attentive onlookers.

Jaleel waited until they had turned off the old market street and disappeared from his sight. They were almost certainly going to the watch station at the market fountain. There was no other garrison duty station outfitted with a gaol in the surrounding area.

Slowly, he stepped out of the shadows onto the well-trod steps and looked down. A fine, grey layer of dust covered his trousers and the material stuck to the dissolved tar. Jaleel brushed himself clean as well as he could. He was tempted to follow the odd couple immediately. But he knew it would be easy enough later to take up the trail of the commandant again. Even if it didn’t take him to the garrison.

For now, it was more important to speak to the landlady. Alrine’s curiosity was certainly enough for the both of them. A few coins to learn more about the conversation between Marianne and Chabod would probably reveal new perspectives. For more money, she would tell him more about the orc, too, who had been her tenant for a while and had helped the commandant. The way they treated each other supported the idea that they were friends.

He smirked. Alain would certainly be grateful for the news. His older brother Gwenael had started a fight with a Sarinish troll and survived the encounter, only to be subsequently overwhelmed by the incapacitated man. That was something that didn’t belong among the everyday goings-on in the alleys of the city. What a performance. Should Chabod ever have to give up his job as commandant, a great career onstage stood before him - as a comedian.

Carefully, Jaleel peered through the tavern door.

Alrine took a cloth from the back of the chair and dropped it into the bowl. Water sprayed onto the floor. She knelt and began to complain. Her coarse dwarfish curses cut through the noise of the street. Was she bothered about Marianne and all her intrusiveness, or at the fact that she hadn’t cleaned up after herself? It couldn’t be Chabod. Ultimately, she had known who she was bringing into the house as a tenant. Maybe she was just annoyed that he hadn’t left her any coins behind. Maybe it wasn’t the best time to bother her with questions. On the other hand- Jaleel was jostled.

“Man, fuck off!”

A haggard boy, who was pulling a cart of clothes along with him, narrowed his eyes to slits and stared at him angrily. A cloud of musty dust surrounded him, sweat, urine, and the smell of food. Between his dark brows, a deep line grew.

“Ah, of course, a lazy parhur. What else?” He spat onto the cobbles and stroked an exaggerated gesture from the middle of his forehead to the bridge of his nose with his forefinger. A protective symbol against evil. He gave Jaleel a dirty grin.

Jaleel wondered what nonsense that was. Everyone had to know by now that parhurs were no mass-murdering demons - they were just born of fire. But he had the experience to know it was pointless getting annoyed at hostility. The feeling of lacking acceptance was commonplace and at least less overwhelming than in Sarina or Paresh. Most people who lived in Valvermont simply ignored him.

Besides, the little shit couldn’t have any real fear of him because he lifted his nose and spat again, right before Jaleel’s feet. Then he disappeared, smirking, into the tavern.

Jaleel noticed that another boy was watching him warily from the street corner, from a safe distance. He made the same protective gesture. For him, it was real. He had fear in his eyes.

Jaleel’s patience snapped. “Get lost, idiot!” he cried.

Terrified, the boy recoiled and put more distance between them.

Jaleel closed his eyes for a moment. It was obviously time for him to reconsider his notions of tolerance in Valvermont. So much ignorance in this city, where, notoriously, a dragon was the prince, and different true-bred demons counted among the most influential of the high nobility and financial aristocracy.

He opened his eyes. His gaze landed on the cart with old fabric hanging off it, the one the first boy had been pulling. The kid had in the meantime procured a small mug of beer from Alrine and was sipping at it. He made himself comfortable on the steps opposite, leant his back against the wall and watched Jaleel.

He was still grinning impudently.

For a moment, the well-known prickling crept up in Jaleel. Letting his eyes flare up once, maybe just creating darkness or taking a challenging step towards him - but no. That would be foolish. Those reactions didn’t reinforce acceptance.

He hooked his thumbs in his belt and turned away. Perhaps the movement would be demonstrative enough, perhaps not.

Something was lying on the floor behind Gaspare’s cart. It was the Sariner’s cane! Jaleel focused his attention on the high-class wood and shoved the two young men from his mind.

As far as he could tell from this distance, the ebony handle was deeply engraved. The knob, like the point, was comprised of silver. The bottom end was not pointed, but as wide as the handle. But that did not diminish its worth in the least.

Jaleel took a thoughtful step forward. The cane lay untouched against the wall in front of the tavern. No one noticed it, neither the pedestrians nor Gaspare’s workers.

Jaleel furrowed his brow until the base of his horns began to pull. Since when did something valuable lay on Valvermont’s streets without finding a new ‘owner’ within an instant?

A faintly discoloured, worn mountain crystal was stuck in the knob, an unusual adornment for people from the south.

On closer inspection of the wooden shaft, dozens of decorations and characters caught Jaleel’s eye, they probably looked like simple ornaments to the people of Valvermont. He stroked over a small, almost plain symbol in an engraved oval: Workshop of Naceur Bin Thabit.

The piece was markedly valuable and beautifully wrought. The recesses gleamed faintly and were coated with brass. Despite this, it appeared unbalanced. What was disturbing the harmony? Jaleel stopped short. It was the stumpy tip. If he wasn’t wrong, the bottom end was a hollow cylinder. That made no sense unless the cane was not quite as harmless as it appeared.

“What, have you found an ant bone, parhur?” the ragman called.

Jaleel did not deign to look at the boy and knelt in front of the cane. Sunlight refracted off the material.

His first impression had not deceived him. In Valvermont, there were comparable walking canes with retractable blades. If this was a similar model, there had to be a trigger, which in all probability would be near the grip.

Jaleel eyed the knob more closely. Despite greasy fingerprints on its surface, the metal gleamed, downright shimmered.

Cold crept into Jaleel’s bones. The small hairs on his forearms and hands stood on end. His vertebrae pulled, something crawling slowly up his back, up to the nape of his neck. Sheer revulsion, which began to spill into his heart. It was hard to get air. Something lay around his throat...

A reflection exploded, blue-white, out of the metal. Blazing pain ate into his brain.

Breathing hard, he sagged to one side. The empty cobbles flickered before his eyes. The cane had vanished.

Jaleel swallowed dryly. At the same moment, he became aware of the midday heat, which was becoming more and more oppressive, even for him.

The ragman smirked. “The horned fire-lizard collapsing under a bit of heat? What kind of parhur are you? A disgrace to your people!”

The derision got through to Jaleel, but he couldn’t answer. There was something more important. What had happened with the cane? It couldn’t have disappeared. Nervously, Jaleel felt along the ground, but he found nothing. That left only one conclusion: magic.

He remembered, uncomfortably, the many incidents that had unsettled Valvermont lately. Reports of walking dead, even worse, of people who suddenly appeared without their own will, like reanimated corpses... People called them flesh puppets.

He shuddered. He braced himself against the wall and got up.

Behind him, the boy was laughing so exaggeratedly loudly that he choked. He coughed frantically. Let the man choke on his beer!

Jaleel stared at the spot where the cane had been lying. The anger in him gave way and made him aware of the bothersome prickling in his limbs that had still not flagged. It pulled up to his chest. A tickle like from ants, just under his skin.

Now was the time to vanish. Magic still prevailed here, the incomprehensible, the chaos. But a mix of horrified fascination and thrilling curiosity that was unfurling in his stomach held him firm. What if the Sariner himself had been one of these peculiar flesh puppets? Didn’t people say that the person affected behaved strangely from one moment to the next? That they changed?

The creation of flesh puppets was evil, forbidden magic. Necromancers, these vile death mages, created them. That was probably why people saw them so often nearby the morgue. Mostly they lurked in cellars, in labyrinth-like alleys behind the floodgates and in the canals or between the closely crowded together houses in the Ring of Death. And they were almost only seen at night, or at least in poorly lit places.

That led to an important question - what induced such a creature to cause turmoil on a bright day in the Artists’ Quarter? If this monster was walking around in the day without attracting attention, then how many other flesh puppets were strolling, undetected, around the districts? It was likely that completely normal people were affected without people in their surroundings noticing. Living together with a corpse that was being steered by a mage? What a gruesome notion.

Something hit him in the back. He didn’t know what it was but knew full well who it had come from.

“Look at that, parhur!” the boy spat, and his voice cracked like he was still waiting for it to break. “All because of you...”

Jaleel had had enough. He spun around, his lips pulled back, a deep, boiling anger in him. He felt the downright glow of his cheeks, the lava under his skin. Between his clenched teeth, he let out an animalistic growl.

The boy jumped up and dropped his cup. With a crack, the rest of the beer splashed over his feet and down the steps. He had gone pale and stumbled up a step, clinging onto the railing for dear life.

“Don’t hurt me!” he moaned. Now he really was scared.

Jaleel found it difficult to calm himself down again. The anger in him wanted to increase, instead. The idea of teaching the little shit a lesson was far too alluring. With some trouble, he turned away.

Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed Gaspare’s workers, who had stopped and were watching the sight. Most of them appeared just as scared. That was the drawback when Jaleel lost his temper - he caused attention and unrest, no matter how justified his anger was. The predator in him was too apparent.

As he tried to compose himself, another tremor went through his body. He stared again at the place where the cane had lain. Magically protected walking canes from the south, flesh puppets out in the day...

He didn’t want to think about it anymore. That was going too far. This ‘pest’ did not concern him. He was unattached, and his family lived a good lunar cycle away from here, safe from the strange creatures and their creators.

But as much as he tried to push away the thoughts of the walking dead, he couldn’t succeed. He almost felt as though he could feel the proximity of these cold, lifeless creatures.

Damn! He rubbed his upper arms.

A stale and bitter taste had formed in his mouth. He spat. Dryness and a furry tongue remained.

He took a deep breath. It was ghoulish to imagine slipping on a barely deceased body like a fleshy jerkin and running around in it. For a moment, the illusion of a squashy, bloody mass, pressing down on him heavily, surrounded him. He gagged. Bile rose into his throat. The world tilted for a second. He groped around. No, nothing was surrounding him. No strange flesh.

He took controlled breaths in and out. Slowly, his sense of balance simmered down again. The feeling of being stuck in another body subsided. Despite that, something buzzed in him. He usually only knew this state from extreme overtiredness. Grey spots flickered before his eyes until they were barely visible. His heart beat fast.

This effect, this short impression - had he found himself, for a moment, really in another creature? Despite his ability to empathise with others, there were limits to what was imaginable, and Jaleel had reached them.

He stroked over his unshaven jaw. He forced his thoughts in another direction.

Chabod and the orc priest had saved the life of Maître Laroche, the machinist and toymaker. That was beyond question.

Even if Alain didn’t want to hear it, his older brother had hit better than many other guardsmen or garrison soldiers. Still, without the help of the albino, he’d be dead now.

The amusing memory of the flesh puppet plummeting to the ground faded. Others wouldn’t have survived the encounter.

Why had Alain asked him to watch his brother in the first place? The assignment made little sense if it was about banal information. Alain could acquire it better himself, like over afternoon tea.

The dull feeling woke again when he thought of Alain’s urgent gaze as he had given him the instruction. His words had sounded out like a strained hiss as he had kneaded Jaleel’s shoulder and pressed him against the wall during their lovemaking.

“Watch him thoroughly. It is important that you memorise everything you see. What is his daily routine? Are there any unique events? Who does he have contact with? How does he react in his habitual surroundings? Watch him and don’t tell anyone what you learn until we see each other again.”

The memory alone made Jaleel’s skin prickle and go hot. It had been a bizarre situation. He had never seen that kind of urgency from the usually humorous Alain. At that moment he had considered briefly about what was behind it, but Alain had dispelled his thoughts with hard thrusts.

Unfortunately, Jaleel still didn’t know what his lover was driving at.

What agitated Alain so much about Gwenael, that he wanted him watched? Was he scared of him? Chabod seemed to have no interest in claiming the family assets or dictating a different lifestyle for his siblings. On the contrary, he was concentrating far more on performing his duties or resting up from his injuries. He was a quiet and unobtrusive man, someone who moderated himself in everything and seldom left the house. If the orc was not in his company, there would be nothing interesting to report about him.

Chabod was supposed to keep crime off the streets. There had already been hundreds of others who had not succeeded. The prince was probably looking for the next showman he could make look a fool. Chabod was a veteran soldier, of course, whose reputation cemented his already good name.

The corner of Jaleel’s mouth twitched. Considering that Alain was also a Chabod, this name stood both for military clarity and louche salaciousness. They simply didn’t go together.

He had to grin.

A fist hit him rudely on the shoulder. “Hey, get off the street!”

He pulled himself together. Who...? Rim, of course. Jaleel twisted his lips.

“Get lost, parhur. Steal somewhere else. You don’t hunt in your own territory,” Rim growled, but he was grinning.

The words caused a sharp sting. Why did the dwarf have to turn on him even now? He didn’t mean it in all seriousness, but still, there was too much anger still seething in him to ignore it.

“Are you out of your mind?” Jaleel’s voice sounded more toneless than he’d have liked. He looked over at the workers who had turned towards them and looked for the scoffer. Luckily, the boy and his clothes cart had made themselves scarce. “Shout it a bit louder, fat ass. I’m sure there’s a few people here who didn’t hear you.” He massaged his shoulder. “You’re out for me losing my hands sometime or wasting away in Mesalla’s dungeon.”

Rim stroked over his belly and looked around before he eyed Jaleel. “Don’t get worked up. I’m the only soldier around far and wide.”

He crossed his arms over his chest, shifted his weight on one foot and leant familiarly on Jaleel. The pressure, the sudden burden on his vertebrae and knees, crushed him. His muscles protested. Rim was terribly fat and stank of alcohol and the food that was stuck to his felted beard.

What would the glutton do if he took a step to the side now? Would the city cleaning ever be able to clean the grease stain from the cobbles?

“Rim,” Jaleel groaned.

“Do you think Chabod will survive as our new commandant? Such a strange guy. And then, of course, his tamed orc...”

A lewd grin flitted across Rim’s lips. He gave his hips two short, hard thrusts forward, as he licked saliva from his lips and wiped his beard with his sleeve. He could be so disgusting, especially when it came to sex.

Jaleel rammed his elbow into his side.

“Yeah, what? It’s like that.”

“With the orc, sure,” Jaleel snorted. He eyed his friend doubtfully. “Where’d you get this piece of wisdom?”

“From someone like you, who hands over information for cash.” Rim grinned smugly. “The commandant likes the same dark holes as you.”

Jaleel’s anger exploded hotly in his stomach. He bared his teeth but could only just bite back a sharp retort. In Valvermont, his predilections didn’t matter. No one was executed here if they were pulled towards their own gender. Rim was a jokester, and his words had to be taken with a pinch of salt. But the way he went on about lovemaking - Jaleel didn’t like it. Not to mention the fact that Rim was currently far too close to him.

“Prop yourself up somewhere else. You’re spitting all over me.”

Rim didn’t turn his gaze from the streak of sunlight that was falling through the open door into the inn. Was he watching Alrine or one of her ample daughters?

The thought was unnecessary, enough that Jaleel brought it to an end. Alrine’s youngest was cleaning the tables. With every movement, her tied up breasts surged in her bodice and blouse.

“I’d like to have a go at her,” Rim said wistfully.

“She’s a half-dwarf. Best case scenario, she’d squeeze something out of you.”

Rim laughed. “I’d take my chances, kid. I’m a half-dwarf myself, anyway. And I know how to satisfy that kind of woman.”

Jaleel rolled his eyes. If someone believed everything Rim said to be true, he was the world’s best lover. He would never contradict him but did think to himself that Rim only ever got inexperienced and foolish women.

“And Marianne? Would you take a chance on her too?” he asked.

Rim moistened his lips nervously. “Yeah, of course.” His self-confidence visibly melted.

Jaleel had to grin. Marianne was the only woman Rim couldn’t let go of. He seemed to have no chance with her and yet he simply couldn’t stop collecting baskets.

“She helped Chabod out of his clothes.” Jaleel smirked. He could afford to be this spiteful with his old friend.

But Rim didn’t rise to it. Instead, he replied dryly, “I’d love to be undressed by her too.” Lecherousness sprang out of every pore. A glance at Rim’s trousers removed all ambiguity. His mind had already migrated between his legs.

Jaleel wondered why it had to be Marianne of all people. She was almost as tall as him, wide - no, fat. She wasn’t a beautiful woman, either. But in comparison to Rim, she had a brain and used it regularly to get one over on him. Watching the private war between the two of them was a pleasure.

Rim grabbed between his legs and massaged his erection through his massive, wadded codpiece. Jaleel didn’t doubt that the material was barely able to bear what the half-dwarf was holding in his hands.

“What are you actually doing here?” He changed the subject.

Rim stopped. “Well, listening about for Chabod.”

“That makes a lot of sense for you,” Jaleel scoffed, but he was serious again immediately. “Does the commandant even know what he’s dealing with here? Or at least what it could mean? You know...”

Rim shook his head. “Definitely not.”

“And Antoine?”

“If he was completely sober, maybe.”

Jaleel frowned and pushed some hair back from his forehead that didn’t reach into his plait. “You mean that he allowed the Sariner to be carted off with far too few protective measures, right?”

With loyal resignation in his gaze, the sergeant nodded.

“Man, Rim, I’m pretty sure that thing’s a flesh puppet. I’d bet that the necromancer steering it is currently gathering strength. Then your mage can’t save you either!”

“A flesh puppet?” To Jaleel’s surprise, Rim laughed aloud. “Nah, he’s a berserker. That’s already enough to take the watch apart. But a flesh puppet?” He paused for a second, before he added, “Don’t get carried away.”

Annoyed, Jaleel groaned. So, Rim hadn’t understood that it had something to do with the undead. “Didn’t you see his face? His skin? That the orc could barely hold him? You’re really as dull and blind as you look.”

He balled his hands into fists. He couldn’t explain where the sudden anger was coming from. It gathered in his stomach and burnt all other thoughts away. Only an uncertain, nervous prickle crawled into his mind. He punched Rim in the arm, who looked at him doubtfully.

“I don’t care what you think,” Jaleel hissed. “That creature is dangerous, and I don’t want you and I to be responsible for the deaths of Antoine, Nicolas Laroche and the guy in the grey robe, okay?”

“Even if I wanted to, the new comm...”

“He’s already on the way to Antoine, together with Marianne.”

“Alright, all the better.” Rim took a step in the direction of the tavern. Clearly, he wasn’t taking it very seriously, because he would have immediately reacted to the cue ‘Marianne’, otherwise.

“Don’t you understand, then?” Jaleel grabbed his collar.

Irritated, Rim blinked at him but didn’t free himself.

Jaleel groaned. “Who looks after your prisoners? Are there more soldiers in the watch station?”

“Just the mage and Antoine. That should be more than enough.” Rim tried to remove his hand, but Jaleel held him firm.

“Are you mad?” He wrenched Rim around by his arm. “Do you want to kill your capitaine?”

Jaleel shook his head helplessly. Antoine drank. As long as he’d known him, he’d barely ever seen him sober. The flesh puppet could kill him, the scrawny guy from the mages’ guild and Nicolas, even before Chabod reached the watch. Was that not getting through Rim’s hardwood skull?

Reluctantly, the solder broke free. “You’re acting as though we’ve gone completely daft. Our guild mage-” He emphasised the words with deliberate condescension, “Is a grey-robed mage, a powerful man. Nothing’s going to happen.”

With two, three steps, Jaleel backed away from him.

“Your arrogance is incredible, Rim.”

* * *
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The local guard station consisted of only two small rooms, of which one had just enough space to accommodate a table and bench in front of the adjoining cell. In the Artists’ Quarter, there were seldom bigger problems than drunks and prostitutes. The guard station was accordingly only occupied by one person.

Jaleel was displeased when he was near the building. After declaring Valvermont his new home seven years ago, he had made the acquaintance of the confined chamber within the first few days. Theft wasn’t looked upon kindly and much less from a parhur.

“Jaleel...” Rim wheezed, out of breath. It cost him some strength to keep up. It was time for the new commandant to crackdown. Antoine didn’t mind his people enough. They were lazy and slow.

Jaleel had already reached the lower end of the market street and stopped. Rim, carried on by his momentum, took a couple more steps forward before he stopped, too.

Panting, he asked over his shoulder, “Since when did you care about our concerns, especially Antoine’s safety?” Between his rattling breaths, his voice was almost drowned out. Sweat glistened on his face. His skin had gone red.

“Idiot.” What a foolish question! “Because I saw how the albino had to fight to force the flesh puppet under his spell.”

Now the sergeant had caught up, Jaleel could - albeit a little slower - keep going. Rim gradually caught his breath.

“That brings me to another question. How did you even know that Gwenael Chabod is our new commandant? He’s been held back until now and has almost not made an appearance yet.”

“The sparrows were whistling it from the roofs. That being said, Antoine told me about it.”

Rim frowned warily. “Antoine? I can’t imagine it. He’s not advertising the fact that he’s needed controlling recently.”

“He was trashed and took the opportunity to tell me every detail of what he thought of Chabod and his reputation as a soldier.”

Rim’s lips twitched. “Nothing, I guess.”

“He doesn’t like him.” Jaleel hesitated. “What is it, doesn’t he talk to you about things like that?”

All the mischief vanished from Rim’s features. He swallowed hard, so much so that his Adam’s apple jumped against the standing collar of his jerkin. For a moment it looked as though he wanted to turn away and bury the topic. Finally, he looked to one side. “Antoine only shares his thoughts when he’s senselessly drunk. And then he proclaims them without thinking about who can hear him.”

“You mean to say he wouldn’t have told me anything if he hadn’t been drunk?”

Rim’s mouth dropped open. He wanted to answer but closed his mouth again.

“What does Antoine know about Chabod?” As Rim twisted his lips mockingly, it was clear that the question was formulated wrong. Jaleel had to change his tactics if he wanted to learn the soldier’s impressions. “I heard that he served in the war for many years and survived countless battles.”

“You said it, survived. That doesn’t mean that he won and brought back a lot of his people. I don’t know much about him myself, and he doesn’t interest me, either. A soldier who fought on the battlefield is clearly not the right superior for the city guard. He won’t be able to survive.”

Did all the soldiers perhaps think the same about their new commandant? Jaleel couldn’t imagine so. It suggested the assumption that Rim and Antoine were bristling because of their lacking discipline. But the sergeant had one thing right - the battlefield was not the city, even if the battles to be fought resembled each other to a certain degree.

“You think he’s been cast into the wrong occupation, then?” Jaleel asked, but it only earned him a breathless huff. Rim would rather concentrate on walking. No more information would be teased out of him. Too bad.

Jaleel’s thoughts wandered to Antoine Laribe. He gnawed at his lower lip.

They’d known each other for seven years. In all that time, Antoine had increasingly become a quiet, grumpy man, who needed alcohol like others needed water. He only let himself go if he was in a drunken stupor.

Incredible that he still kept his rank. Who protected him from being booted out of the military?

Why did Antoine drink, anyway? As a capitaine, he earned a fair wage and had some prestige - at least he must have had it before.

Antoine had ruined all chances through his behaviour. Now Mesalla had put a long-serving military leader in front of him, who would tell him what he could and could not do - if Antoine wanted to remain as a soldier in the garrison in any way. Probably Chabod would even replace the capitaine. It might be a reason for him to drink even more. Compared to the punctilious Chabod, he appeared to himself like a crook, not like an upholder of the law.

Rim stopped and supported himself with both hands on his knees. He was winded again. Jaleel stayed standing by him patiently as Rim took the time to catch his breath. In the process, he looked around. Something in his expression changed. Rim’s eyebrows rose surprisingly high before he frowned. Wordlessly, he poked his forefinger into Jaleel’s shoulder.

“What?”

With a short movement of his head, he indicated a point behind Jaleel. He turned.

Between all the men and women going about their daily tasks, the large albino inevitably attracted attention.

Jaleel contemplated the orc. His entire bearing emanated power. He stood tall, even if he wasn’t moving particularly quickly. A pipe hung from the corner of his mouth.

Astonished, Jaleel pushed his hair back from his forehead.

Rim lifted his nose and spat onto the street. “The guy doesn’t look so weakened to me.”

Jaleel had to give him that. Earlier it had looked as though the man would collapse at any moment. Now, he seemed fresh and good-tempered.

Had magic achieved that? Had he supplied himself with more power? But then why hadn’t he healed the commandant earlier, if he wasn’t at the end of his power?

Jaleel looked at his companion. “Do you know who he is?”

Rim shrugged. “Just rumours, what’s being tossed around.”

“And what’s being tossed around? What have I missed?”

“You know less than me? That’s almost impossible.”

Clear derision dripped from Rim’s words.

“Rim...” The sharp tone put the stolid soldier into motion.

“All I know is that he came back with Chabod from the war zone in the south. He nursed him and took care of him. I heard from Alrine that he lives together with Chabod, he’s something like his lover, but that’s just a rumour, I think.” Rim tilted his head. “Generally, not a lot is said. Chabod is a quiet man and doesn’t draw a lot of attention to himself.”

“Didn’t draw a lot of attention,” Jaleel corrected. “After today’s efforts, that may have changed. Rollier from the Observateur was in the crowd. I think we’ll hear more about him soon.”

“It’s possible.”

“Let’s follow him a little longer. He’s probably on the way to the station. If not, I’ll keep track of him, and you can warn Antoine about the flesh puppet. It could be interesting to find out where the guy hands about when he’s not with Chabod.”

“He’s not under suspicion. You’re the scoundrel, not him,” Rim reminded him.

Annoyed, Jaleel grated his teeth. Something was wrong with the orc. He couldn’t name it, couldn’t really feel it, but the exhaustion from earlier didn’t fit in any way with his relaxed, ambling emergence.

They would find out - if they hurried.

“Consider the favour a parting gift for Antoine.”

* * *
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Under Jaleel’s foot, a misplaced protective plate for the watering channel, which stretched from the round cattle well in branches over the entire market, cracked. His sense of balance was good enough to compensate for the short caving in. But if many carts still came rumbling over this spot, the cover would split or break an axle.

Rim pushed him. The orc crossed the square in a straight line.

He was heading directly towards the squat half-timber house at the corner of the steep road. If he didn’t want to climb hundreds of steps to the upper city, then the guard station was his goal.

Jaleel couldn’t suppress his sneaking disappointment. Clearly, the orc did want to meet with Chabod. Nothing to do with stealthiness and secrets.

Maybe he wanted to give his statement, warn the grey-robed mage and simply not appear weak. That explanation at least lay in the realms of possibility.

Rim laughed quietly.

“You and your suspicion. He really looks like he’s going to see Antoine.”

His voice was too steady, no, too emphatic. He was clearly trying to convince himself. Jaleel didn’t answer him. He didn’t want to lose the orc.

The traffic with the high carts obstructed his view for a moment again and again. On the access path to the harbour, a lot was going on. A terrible number of wagons crowded from the wholesale market to the sea. Most were heavily loaded. The painted-on symbol of the guild blacksmiths appeared conspicuously often, as did that of the steel smelter in the upper east city and that of the glassblowers and glass pullers.

Jaleel nudged Rim. “Do you know what’s going on here? Where are all the carts coming from?”
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