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True progress has a cost. Few are willing to pay it.


—Osyrus Ward
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PRIVATE RIGAR


Dainwood Jungle, Sector Two


Wormwrot scouts found the mud totems an hour before dark. Lieutenant Droll called a halt.


The men crowded around to get a look. There were about fifty of the little bastards, pinched from the earth like miniature demons, twisted into positions of suffering, and adorned with all manner of unsettling decorations: Broken fingernails. Shattered bone fragments. Human eyeballs.


The grisly scene made Rigar’s skin crawl.


“Fucking animals,” mumbled their sergeant, Grotto. “Just got no decency at all.”


That meant something, coming from Grotto. Before the reformation of Wormwrot, he’d been muscle at one of Commander Vergun’s gambling dens. Apparently, his favorite punishment for catching men cheating at dice was grabbing their fingers and tearing them off with his bare hands.


“Wouldn’t say they’ve got zero decency,” said Lieutenant Droll, scratching at one of his wild mutton chops, which had streaks of silver amidst the dirty black mane. “They just don’t dole much out to foreign soldiers encroaching on their land.”


Grotto gave Droll a cold look. The men didn’t care for each other, that was known. If the enemy didn’t kill one of them soon, Rigar was fairly certain they’d kill each other.


In that event, Rigar privately hoped that Grotto turned out to be the murdered party. Droll was a strict commander with no tolerance for laziness, cowardice, or panicked behavior during a fight. But he was generally fair with his men, and he’d kept them alive this long. Grotto was plain evil—here for the blood and the violence as much as the money. He’d inflict pain on the enemy when they were available. When they weren’t, Grotto’s ire often shifted to his own men.


“Should we turn back to an extraction point?” asked a new recruit, whose name Rigar hadn’t bothered to learn. He’d only been with them a week. At this point, Rigar didn’t learn anyone’s name unless they proved they could survive for a month in the Dainwood.


Given how bad the last few months had been, half the men in the unit were anonymous to him. They’d most likely stay that way.


“You scared of some mud figurines, soldier?” Grotto asked him.


The recruit shrugged. “Don’t they got magical powers? Or command forest monsters or something?”


“Forest gods,” someone down the line corrected.


Grotto spat. Sighed. “These two idiots.”


Droll stepped in. “They don’t have magical powers. But the fact those eyes haven’t been stolen by crows means they’re recent. That means we stay on the ground till we root ’em out. We’ll head to Fallon’s Roost for the night. Hunker down with the skeleton crew posted there.”


“Fuck that,” said Grotto. “I say we—”


Grotto stopped talking when a long shadow fell over him and stayed there.


Their unit’s acolyte had come up the line, and now towered over them. Horns made from dragon bones jutted from his scalp. His eyes glowed an unnatural, orange color. Apparently, the earliest acolytes all wore masks that hid their disturbing faces, but the latest war models didn’t need them.


Strange as they looked, they all had simple, numeric identifiers. This one was 408.


“What is it?” Acolyte 408 hissed. His voice was raspy and stressed. Reminded Rigar of burned meat crackling over a fire.


“More of their mud statues, sir,” said Droll.


In general, Wormwrot wasn’t big on sirs and salutes. Long as you followed your orders when the steel was out and the blood was flying, Vergun allowed his grunts to keep things pretty informal. But Osyrus Ward was their employer on this contract, and his terrifying acolytes tended to illicit a stiffer response from the men.


“Figured we’d make for Fallon’s Roost to pass the night, then go searching in the morning,” Droll continued.


Acolyte 408 surveyed the totems on the road for a moment, then stomped through them, flattening a significant number with his swollen feet.


He headed toward Fallon’s Roost. They followed.


The acolytes were a mixed bag in Rigar’s opinion. Terrifying as all hell—and known to murder Wormwrot grunts for no discernible reason. If a man took a piss in a place that an acolyte didn’t like, he could get his head torn off for the infraction. But they were gods in combat. Rigar had personally seen Acolyte 408 send thirty-three wardens down the river—tore ’em apart like chaff with the razor-sharp spikes that popped from his fists during a fight.


The memory still gave Rigar nightmares.


They walked for an hour before Fallon’s Roost came into view. It was one of the largest holdfasts along the northern rim of the Dainwood.


When they got within a hundred strides of the fortress, that same new recruit stubbed his toe on something metallic.


“Ow, shit!” hissed that recruit, frowning at the offending object, which was a bunch of armor balled up around a skeleton. “What the fuck is that?”


“Dead Jaguar,” said Rigar.


The recruit frowned. “How’d he get all balled up like that?”


“You don’t know?”


The recruit shrugged. “Tell me.”


Rigar sighed. The prospect of a night in the jungle behind proper walls had relaxed him enough to tell the story. Which he could do, since he’d been there.


“This here’s the site of the biggest victory we’ve won against the Jaguars to date. Wormwrot took control of the holdfast early in the war and we’d been using it as our forward deploy. The Jaguars took offense to that, and attacked, which was an exceedingly foolish idea, seeing as we had twenty acolytes on the walls.”


“So, an acolyte did this?”


“Well, that’s actually a matter up for debate,” Rigar said, then glanced at Droll.


“There was a sorceress,” Droll said. “I fucking saw her.”


“Sorceress?” the recruit asked.


“Yes. The Jaguars had a woman with them when they attacked. She wasn’t wearing any armor and she wasn’t carrying weapons, but she went charging into the fray all the same. When the first acolyte dropped off the walls, she cast a spell that reduced any man wearing armor into a crumpled ball like the one you just stubbed your toe on. Look around.” He gestured across the field. “They’re everywhere.”


“Why would she cast a spell on her own soldiers?” the recruit asked.


“Well, she obviously fucked it up. But before Fallon’s Roost, I heard acolytes were getting their spines ripped out like fish at the morning market.” Droll spat. “Nobody’s seen her since then, so I’m thinking she killed herself.”


The recruit looked at Rigar. “But you didn’t see her?”


“I was taking a shit when the attack started. By the time I got up to the walls, all the fun was over. Just a smoking crater and a bunch of dead Jaguars. No sign of a sorceress, alive or otherwise.”


“Yeah, but she’d have been pulled straight down to hell by the demons she fucked to get her powers,” Droll said, as if this was common and incontrovertible knowledge. “Plus, there was a whole group of Jaguars who retreated into the woods. We went after ’em, but lost the trail at a river.”


“What happened to the acolyte?” the recruit asked.


“Huh?”


“That jumped off the wall.”


“He was just stunned,” said Droll. “The bitch’s magic didn’t take. A few of those soft-palmed engineers with the dragonskin jackets flew in the next day and brought it back to Floodhaven. We stayed in the Roost for another week, but the Jaguars moved on, so we did too.”


“And now we’re back,” said Rigar. “Whole war’s just a horrible circle.”


They finished picking through the balled-up wardens and sounded off to the sentries on the wall. Droll sidled up next to Rigar as they headed into the holdfast and spoke to him in a low tone.


“I’ll need you with me on double-watch tonight. I want my veterans awake and alert once the sun goes down.”


That’s what Rigar liked about Droll. He’d pull you for a crap duty as needed, but he was always right there with you, shoveling the shit.


“You smell trouble?”


“They use those totems to mess with us, that’s known. Most of the time, when you get an obvious signal like that in the road, whatever savages made them are already two valleys over with no plans to return. But this time . . .” Droll trailed off. Scanned the hills. “Yeah, guess I do smell some trouble.”


Rigar made a show of taking a big breath in. “All I smell is this mud and shit and rot.”


“They tend to be pretty close traveling partners.”
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Despite Droll’s premonition, Rigar relaxed once they were inside Fallon’s Roost.


The Dainwood was swollen with danger at all times, but after a week of patrols in the wild jungle, a decent wall and a big acolyte guarding their crew felt like spending the night in the palace of Burz-al-dun. The men who weren’t on duty set up their bedrolls in little groups and started dicing, complaining about the bugs or the dragons or both, and sneaking sips of booze from secret canteens.


There were a few hours before nightfall and Rigar’s watch, so he removed his boots and armor, then used a rag to wipe the red face paint from his face. Some Wormwrot men wore that shit day and night, which Rigar would never understand. Not only was it uncomfortable as all hell in the jungle damp, but it brought pimples out all over his chin and cheeks.


When that was done, Rigar ran a quick inventory of his rashes. There were three distinct varieties: a black, bumpy one on his left foot, a flaky situation along his neck, and an angry, red flare-up on his upper thigh. The upper thigh area itched like a bastard, and given the location, its potential spread made him nervous.


He dug into his pack and found the ointment a surgeon had given him before shipping out from Floodhaven. Applied it liberally to all three areas. It seemed to be working for the black bumps, but the other two were more stubborn. When they rotated back to Floodhaven, he was going to have words with that surgeon.


As he was finishing up, Private Wister came over.


“Any luck?” he asked with a hopeful look on his face.


“Huh?” Rigar asked, distracted by his dissatisfaction with the ointment. “Oh, right. The boots.”


He reached into his pack again and came out with Wister’s second set of boots, which had taken a rough beating during their last patrol. The men were responsible for keeping their own footwear in order during deployments, and the jungle’s dampness had a way of deteriorating them in a hurry. But Rigar had figured out a clever method for waterproofing a few months ago that involved mixing the useless rash ointment with boiled urine. He’d kept the recipe secret and started taking on contract work from fellow soldiers with ruined boots.


“Good as new,” he said, tossing them over.


Wister held them like they were decorated with diamonds. “They’ll hold up, like Cinder’s have?”


“Yep. You have the guarantee of Rigar’s Wartime Cobblery.”


Wister smiled, then tossed him a canteen. Rigar sniffed it and approved.


“Decent stuff, smells like.”


“That’s top-shelf juniper liquor outta Burz-al-dun,” said Wister. “Enjoy it.”


Rigar nodded. He might. Or, he might sell it off in a few more days when the rest of the men had emptied their canteens.


Wormwrot paid well, but price-gouging liquor in the gloom of the jungle paid better.


Rigar ate a quick dinner of half-rotten rice and a scrap of salted pork. The skyships had spent the last year making a concerted effort to deprive the enemy of food and forage, but a side effect was limited rations on their end, too. There were rumors of some major resupply coming in from Dunfar, which between the wars and the famines was the last country in Terra with viable farmland. Rigar liked Dunfarian cuisine. Lots of spices. But he wasn’t getting his hopes up until the food was in front of him.


He took a nap after dinner. Droll came through near dark and tapped him for the watch. Rigar grabbed his gear and made his way to the wall where he relieved the current sentry. He scanned the field ahead, keeping an eye out for the enemy as best he could in all the darkness. Moonlight glinted off the balls of dead wardens.


The night passed without incident. By the time the gray-light of early morning arrived, Rigar had succumbed to his baser instincts and been itching at his thigh rash with a purpose.


“Stop jerking off on watch, Rigar.”


Rigar turned around to find Droll approaching. “Hey, Lieutenant. I wasn’t jerking off, it’s these damn rashes.”


“Ointment not working?”


“Not really.” He forced himself to stop itching. “By Aeternita. Why would anyone ever live in this wretched, rash-inducing place on purpose?”


Droll shrugged. “Probably because the locals aren’t afflicted. Their forest gods protect them.”


Rigar grunted. “Very funny.”


Droll motioned to the field.


“Anything out there?” he asked.


“Just fog and a few Blackjacks in the distance.”


When they’d first arrived in Almira, the lizards hadn’t returned from the Great Migration yet. Gods, but those were good times, which was saying something because even without dragons, the Dainwood was still a horrific place, full of a thousand different slithering and crawling critters that could kill you with a single bite or sting. Their second day under the canopy, one newbie grunt accidentally set up his bedroll over a nest of giant jungle scorpions who’d stung him dozens of times.


The pain was so bad his nerves went all toxic. He turned delirious and shot himself in the face with a crossbow.


Now, Rigar longed for a time when the scorpions and ants invading your sleeping situation were the primary concern. The dragons of the Dainwood were more common than rats outside a butcher’s alley. In the last week alone, the great lizards had eaten five soldiers he knew personally. Three got scooped up while scouting ahead for fresh warrens, which is known to be dangerous work. But the other two got plucked straight out of camp on their way to breakfast.


How are you supposed to protect against that? A man needs breakfast.


“Hmm,” Droll said, still looking out in the fog. “I don’t like it. The Jaguars could be anywhere.”


“Think it’s true that the Flawless Bershad is fighting with ’em? You heard about the head thing, right?”


Three patrols in Sector Four went missing without a trace two weeks ago. Five days later, their heads turned up in a pile way down in Sector Twelve. A few days after that, the lone survivor turned up at a random extraction point in Sector Five, face swollen to hell with mosquito bites. He said the Flawless Bershad had massacred the patrols, along with some crazy man in white armor.


“I heard,” Droll said. “It’s dragonshit. That soldier was delirious.”


“But—”


“Vallen Vergun killed the Flawless Bershad back in Taggarstan,” Droll interrupted. “I saw that shit myself.”


“What, then his ghost killed the emperor of Balaria afterward?”


“Fuck no. But if you were the Horellian guard who let the emperor take the long swim during your shift, wouldn’t you make up a dragonshit story about how a legend like the Flawless Bershad was responsible?”


That notion had some merit, but before Rigar had a chance to say so, Acolyte 408 approached and sent a cold, silencing shiver down his spine. Droll stiffened as well. They both turned around and saluted the hulking, gray-skinned man behind them.


“Report.”


“All clear, sir. Just fog and lizards out there.”


The acolyte’s void-like gaze shifted out over the tangled wilderness.


“Might be those totems were just a diversion,” Rigar said, trying to get the scary bastard to leave.


The acolyte turned to him. “Stay vigilant. Stop fraternizing.”


“I’m patrolling the perimeter and assessing the morale of my men,” Droll said. “Not fraternizing.”


As far as standing up for your troops, that comment wasn’t much. But seeing as the bastard was two heads taller than a normal man and could pop sharpened bones out of his thick arms, Rigar thought that Droll had summoned some real stones to push back a mite.


The lieutenant scratched at his mutton chops with one hand, but he didn’t break eye contact or back down.


“Assess morale faster,” Acolyte 408 said. Then he hopped off the rampart, landing in the muddy yard below. A jump like that would have sent a normal man’s kneecaps on long and independent journeys, but 408 marched back toward the holdfast without a hitch in his step.


“That asshole makes my cock shrink,” Rigar muttered.


“That help or hurt the rash situation?” Droll said, smiling.


Rigar scratched at his crotch again. “Nothing helps anything out here.”


“Shit, Rigar. That rash has turned you into a dour bastard. Look on the sunny side of this deal. Osyrus Ward’s conquered the whole fucking world and we’re on his side.”


“Not sure I’d call working for Osyrus Ward a sunny situation. I’ve heard he brings every corpse that comes back from the jungle to the top of that big tower he built. Fucks ’em before filling them with machinery and the like.”


“Osyrus is a twisted bastard, all right. But our commander is a known cannibal, so . . .”


“Thought those stories about Vergun were just rumors?”


“Naw. Castor all but confirmed it after he got shit-hammered during a dice game. And Castor would know. He’s been Vergun’s second-in-command for more than a year.”


“But isn’t Castor always the one who’s saying there’s gotta be a line somewhere, too? Eating a few people and fucking corpses are two different things.”


Droll shrugged. “There’s creepy shit all over this world. Longer you soldier, the longer you realize that trying to gauge the degrees of who’s worse is a waste of time. Just follow orders, kill what needs killing, and collect your coin if you survive.”


Rigar considered pointing out that Droll’s restrained view on soldiering was a minority outlook in Wormwrot. Most of the men had a murder-and-pillage-first, wait-for-orders-second kind of mentality. But he decided against prolonging the debate. It had been a long night and his bedroll was calling.


“I do like collecting coin,” Rigar muttered.


“And between normal wages and the cat bounties, we are making an awful lot of coin on this war.”


That was a fact. Wormwrot paid well for a mercenary outfit, but Commander Vergun had also issued special bounties on Dainwood Wardens: any man who came back to Floodhaven with one of their Jaguar Masks—and a witness confirming they came by it with violence—was given one hundred gold on the spot. Rigar had personally been paid six bounties, which was middle-of-the-road compared to others, but the men who pushed hard on the bounties often wound up with their eyeballs decorating mud statues.


“Just hope I get the chance to spend mine,” Rigar added.


He had made private plans with himself to use the coin he earned from the war to start up his own cobblery. Given his success with the waterproofing method, he figured that he could have even more success with proper tools and chemicals. And making shoes was a much better long-term vocation than hunting vicious warriors through the jungle.


“If you’re scared of dying, you can always bribe some official to give you a better posting,” Droll said with a smile. “Buy yourself a nice cushy posting on a cargo skyship.”


Rigar sighed. “Those things crash all the time, too.”


“Dammit, Rigar, I told you to look on the sunny side of things. That’s an order. Read me?”


Rigar sighed. “I read you, Lieutenant.”


“Good. Now, I best get back to patrolling before our gray-skinned overlord comes back and—”


Droll’s head exploded.


Wet chunks of skull and brain sprayed across Rigar’s face. The spatter forced one eye shut.


With the other eye, Rigar saw Droll’s body drop to the ground, neck stump pumping a remarkable amount of blood across the stones.


Rigar turned to the forest to find the source of such awesome destruction.


There was a big man in scaled armor the color of fresh snow charging across the field. He had a full helmet covering his face and was cradling one of the balled-up warden corpses under one arm.


“Contact!” Rigar shouted, raising his crossbow.


Rigar pressed down on the loading mechanism as he aimed, which created a metal rumble inside the weapon and arranged a bolt with full tension in the chamber. In the precious seconds that took, the charging man had crossed half the field.


By Aeternita, he’s fast, Rigar thought, adjusting his aim for the speed.


When he was a boy, he’d hunted jackals with his father in the badlands of Balaria. This asshole was moving about that pace, despite the armor.


Rigar fired. Plugged him directly in the solar plexus. Kill shot. At least, it should have been.


The bolt shattered across his breastplate as if it was made of Pargossian glass.


Rigar squeezed down on the trigger and held it there, showering the man with bolts.


None of them had a visible impact.


By that time, Wister and Grotto had climbed up to the little stone wall, leveled their own repeating crossbows, and started releasing. They exploded around the charging man in a cloud of chaff. He reared back and threw the balled-up warden. Caught Wister in the chest and whipped him backward. He landed somewhere behind Rigar with a wet smack.


The white-armored man leapt over the wall and grabbed Grotto by the head.


“Morning,” he growled.


Then squeezed.


More blood splashed into Rigar’s eyes, blinding him and putting him on his ass. There were shouts from below. Then sounds of tearing flesh and joints. When Rigar managed to blink his eyes back into a semblance of vision, the white-armored man was looming over a fallen Wormwrot, beating him to death with his own arms.


Rigar stepped forward, planning to try a close-range crossbow bolt to the base of his neck, which looked like a potential weak spot. But the armored man saw him just as he was raising his crossbow. He swatted Rigar away with one of the arms.


Rigar was airborne for a few seconds, then he crashed through a wooden wall. Scraped the shit out of his face on something rough and sharp.


He tried to breathe. Couldn’t. Tried to stand up. Couldn’t. For the third time in as many minutes, he was blinded. All kinds of sharp, scratchy shit in his eyes. His boots were gone, and it took Rigar a second to realize that the white-armored man had hit him so hard that he’d been separated from his footwear.


He blinked until he could make out the blurry outlines of his surroundings. He’d been thrown into an old gardening shed. A bunch of rusted hoes were in one corner.


Still gasping for air, Rigar crawled through the hay, reaching the door and poking his head through.


The whole unit was rushing across the yard, blades drawn. Shouting.


The man in white armor jumped into the muddy fray. He’d dropped the arms and was swinging his fists left and right. He took no discernible damage from the swords and spears clattering against him, but dealt out killing blows each time his fist connected with a man, often jamming his whole arm straight through their armored bodies, then scooping out a bunch of organs as he pulled it back through.


He fought like an acolyte, which made Rigar wonder where Acolyte 408 was.


Less than a minute later, the man in white armor had slaughtered the whole platoon except for Westley, who had the new kind of dragon-bone shield Osyrus Ward had designed. The man in white armor beat him back against the wall of the holdfast with a series of brutal punches and shoves and charges that dented the shield, but didn’t break it.


Before he could finish Westley off, Acolyte 408 came around the corner at a full run. Dragon-bone barbs popped out of his arm as he ran, turning the limb into the equivalent of a morning star. He slammed his arm into the man in white armor, which sent him flying into the outer wall about thirty strides away, where he shattered two granite blocks and settled into a heap. Alive, but not in a rush to get up.


The acolyte crossed the yard. Stopped a few strides away.


“Master Ward said that we might encounter one of his older models in the field,” he hissed. “Such a primitive application.”


“Did its job, though.”


“Please. A relic like you could never defeat me.”


“Wasn’t trying to. Just wanted to clear the field and soak up the balance of your attention. Wouldn’t want none of it wandering to the top o’ that holdfast.”


The acolyte cocked his head. Looked to the holdfast.


Rigar looked up, too. Squinted. There was another man up there. He wasn’t wearing armor or a shirt or boots, but he was holding a long, queer-looking spear. His dark hair was whipping around in the strong wind.


The man jumped off the holdfast. Collided with Acolyte 408 and jammed the spear straight into his right eye, pinning him to the ground. Acolyte 408 tried to grab the spear shaft, but the man gave his weapon a hard twist.


Acolyte 408 went still.


The spearman was tall. Lean. His black hair was shorter than most Almirans kept it, but unruly and wild all the same. He also had a blue bar on each cheek and about sixty dragon tattoos running down his left arm.


The Flawless Bershad. Had to be.


For unclear reasons, Westley decided this was a good time to charge forward with a war howl and raised sword and braced shield.


Bershad whipped his spear around, shearing the shield apart and slicing Westley’s throat open—his larynx flew into the mud like a chucked stone. Westley fell over, clutching his throat.


Bershad turned back to Acolyte 408. Peered into the wound in his eye like a man studying an animal burrow.


The armored man removed his helmet, revealing a long shock of greasy red hair.


“Clean?” he asked.


“Clean enough,” Bershad said. He looked around at the yard of corpses. “Whole thing went pretty smooth, all things considered.”


“Speak for yourself.” The red-haired man got up with a groan. Gave his body a gentle once-over. “Bastard broke a few o’ my scales. Cracked a rib, maybe. And I don’t repair the bastards all quick like you.”


Bershad shrugged. “You’re the one who wanted to go in strong.”


“Yeah.” The redhead smiled. Looked around. “Last time you had all the fun by yourself.”


“I wouldn’t call this fun, Simeon.”


“That’s ’cause you’re a morose bastard. You gotta see the joy in this. The beauty.”


Simeon went over to Westley and tore his head off.


“Again with that shit?” Bershad asked.


“Simple but effective war tactic.” Simeon moved to the next corpse. Pulled his head off, too. “The next Balarian patrol that comes through is gonna find all the bodies but no heads, and they’re gonna be wondering where they went. And when they don’t find ’em, they’re gonna keep wondering. ‘What happened to all those fucking heads?’ they’ll ask. Are the Jaguars eating them? Casting spells? Making bone fences? Who’s to say.”


He tore another man’s head off.


“And when the next battle comes, we’ll have the edge. ’Cause we know what happened to the heads, and they don’t.”


“Do you know how insane that sounds?”


“You lowlanders just don’t understand this type of war. Outnumbered like this—with limited territory and resources—killing the enemy ain’t enough.” He tapped his temple, leaving a bloody mark. “You gotta make war on their minds, too. On their dreams.”


“And tearing the heads off dead men will accomplish that?”


“Exactly. Doubt’s what kills a man, Silas! Doubt, and poor physical conditioning.”


“No. Sharp objects kill people. Doubt just bothers them when they’re trying to sleep at night.”


“Easier to kill a man who’s sleep deprived, too.”


Bershad shrugged. Then he shoved Acolyte 408 onto his stomach, drew a meat cleaver from his belt, and started hacking into his spine. Not too hard—more like a butcher making careful quarters of a quality carcass he could sell for a premium.


“You give me shit for taking heads, but you’re the one mutilating all the grayskin creatures.”


“This serves a purpose. Those heads are just extra weight, and I’m not helping you carry them back.”


“Fine. I can always use the exercise. Because poor—”


“Physical conditioning kills men. Yeah. Got it.”


Simeon tore another man’s head off. Then stood up and took a long, deep breath.


“Smell that? Ghalamarian blood. I can always tell the difference. Smells kinda musty. Like bad wheat.”


Bershad sniffed the air.


“I smell it.” Another sniff. “Some of it hasn’t gone cold quite yet.”


Simeon smiled. “Interesting.”


Bershad turned and looked directly at Rigar—wild, green eyes narrowing. “I’ll get him.”


Before Rigar could even think about running away, Bershad had crossed the yard and yanked him out of the shed by his wrists, pulling so hard it felt like they’d come out of the sockets. He hauled him through the mud and left him in a heap. Glared down at him.


“Name.”


“R-Rigar. Private Rigar.”


“Where are you from?” Simeon asked.


“Pargos,” he said quickly.


Rigar was really from Cornish—one of the Ghalamarian cities that bordered the Skojit territory of the Razorback Mountains. But that seemed like an unwise origin to share.


“That right?” Simeon asked. “’Cause Rigar doesn’t sound particularly Pargossian. Their names always have a shitload of Ls in them. Calluckstan. Ackllemel. Mollevan. Like that.”


“Uh, I guess I’m an exception?”


Simeon gave him a long look, then crouched down. Up close, Rigar could see that his white armor was made from dragon scales that were battered with nicks and scars and dents. Beneath the scales, there were scores of small moving parts that fit to his muscular body like a snake’s skin.


“What do you think, Silas?”


“Pargossians all smell like those jasmine spices they trade,” Bershad said. “He smells like wheat and fear.”


“Wheat. Ghalamarians and their fucking wheat.” Simeon stood up. “Welp, it’s settled. Gonna use Rigar’s skull as my new piss pot.”


He raised his bloody fist. Rigar dug around in his pockets for his shell, but his fingers were jelly.


“Wait.” Bershad stopped him. “Might be he does smell like jasmine after all. Yeah. I’m getting some whiffs of it—just traces on his breath, though. Could be my imagination.”


“Quite the conundrum,” Simeon said. “What’ll sway the balance, you think?”


“Oh, I’d say the value of the words his breath can form will have a direct impact.”


“I can be valuable!” Rigar said quickly, trying to think. “We’re under contract with Osyrus Ward. Wormwrot is supposed to find and map every dragon warren in the Dainwood. There’s something inside of them that the Madman wants. We find the warrens, and the acolytes come take it out.”


“I already know that,” Bershad said. “Gonna have to do better.”


Rigar tried to think of something else, but his mind was blank with fear.


“How long have you been soldiering for Wormwrot?” Bershad pressed.


“A month,” Rigar lied, figuring they’d have less sympathy for a veteran.


“Before that?”


“I was a hired blade for merchant galleys in and out of Taggarstan.”


“Why the change of vocation?”


Rigar shrugged. “Commander Vergun was hiring up pretty much any man who knew his way around a sword. And he pays better than anyone. Ten gold pieces a week.” Rigar swallowed. “We get an extra hundred for each Jaguar we kill.”


“Bounties, is it?”


Rigar nodded.


Bershad’s face darkened. “Where is Vallen Vergun?”


Rigar hesitated. “He moves around. Same as you. I . . . I don’t know where he is.”


“Ghalamarians are known for their lack of specific knowledge.” Simeon growled. He raised his blood-soaked fist again.


“Wait! Just wait!”


Simeon’s fist stayed where it was, poised over Rigar’s face and dripping blood onto his forehead. Rigar tried to think of something useful they wouldn’t already know.


“We use a secret code to rank the warrens. There’s a rating system based on the amount of vines and overgrowth coming out the entrance.” Rigar drew a series of symbols in the dirt beside him. “This is for a small one. This is medium. And these are for the largest. My crew’s never found a big one, but I heard from another private that Commander Vergun joins the escort crew personally to harvest them. Doesn’t want anything going wrong.”


Bershad squatted. Studied the symbols.


Simeon scratched his head, which led to a streak of brain and blood through his hair. “So, this one a Ghalamarian or not?”


Bershad looked back at Rigar. Scanned his wounds. “You’re bleeding pretty bad, and you got a lot of jungle between here and home. If you brave the wilds, chances are you’ll wind up taking an ugly and painful trip down the river. You want it done clean, instead?”


He lifted his spear a little. Not in a threatening way, just to make it clear what was on offer.


Rigar looked at the spear point, then the clean hole in Acolyte 408’s head. Then he looked at the torn and shredded corpses that Simeon had created. Between the two, a clean death seemed preferable, but their next skyship extraction point was only ten leagues away. He could make it.


“I’ll take my chances with the jungle, if you’re offering the option.”


Bershad nodded. “I think this one’s Pargossian after all. They’re known for being stubborn bastards.”


Simeon sighed. “Your merciful nature is the most irritating thing about you, Silas.”


“Nobody’s ever told me that before,” said Bershad. “You sure you aren’t just a murderous bastard?”


“Might be a factor as well.” Simeon spat. Gave Rigar a long, hard look. Then he pointed east. “Go.”


Rigar crab-walked backward—hoping to get some space in case it was a trick—then got to his feet and started a stumbling walk. His ribs were screaming and his face was bleeding and he didn’t have any boots, but he didn’t care. He could make it.


“And Rigar?” Bershad called.


He turned around, sinking his shoulders and preparing for a spear to be hucked through his heart. But Bershad was still squatting on the ground—his blue tattoos a stark contrast against his skin in the morning light. He pointed up with one finger.


“Keep an eye on the skies. The dragons rule this jungle.”
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VERA


Ghalamar, City of Argel


Vera’s left pauldron pinched her armpit as she climbed the tower of Argel’s keep. Garret was a stride below her. The sun had set three minutes ago.


They were heading for the private chambers of Argel’s ruler, a man named Garwin. He’d been a lowly baron the last time Vera passed through Argel, and she’d watched his city ravaged by a Red Skull. But his prospects seemed to have improved since then.


First, he wasn’t a baron anymore, but a count.


The promotion seemed to have come with more resources. His keep had been rebuilt twice as tall, and in the latest Balarian design—all steel beams and decorative clockwork gears. A lingering reward for Garwin’s loyalty to the murdered emperor, Mercer Domitian.


But Garwin’s time basking in the wealthy, kind sun of the empire was over. Osyrus Ward had requested a full garrison of Garwin’s troops delivered to Floodhaven to fuel the war effort in the Dainwood, and Garwin was dragging his feet on the delivery. He knew that Ward needed soldiers badly, so he was trying to delay his way into a better deal.


Instead of sending more favorable terms, Osyrus had sent Vera and Garret.


They reached the upper chambers, which had their windows cracked open to let in the cool sea breeze. Garwin was lying facedown on a table, getting massaged by two yellow-haired Ghalamarians. There were candles and incense. The women were chanting and running oiled hands across his body in a synchronized pattern that would have been beautiful if Garwin wasn’t so hairy. The rough sound of his oiled hair being swished around made Vera’s skin crawl.


She waited. A few minutes later, one of the women tapped Garwin on his ass, and he flipped over onto his back. Kept his eyes closed. They continued massaging—one starting at his feet and the other at his chest. Eventually, the two of them met at his cock. One started rubbing his balls while the other began jerking his cock into a stiff erection. His moans were loud enough to cover her entrance.


Vera glanced down at Garret, who gave her a single nod.


She opened the window a little wider. Slipped through.


Both women were focused on their work, so they didn’t notice her presence until she took a chair from the corner, thumped it down in the middle of the room, and sat.


The girl who’d been jerking Garwin off yelped and brought both hands to her mouth, which caused Garwin’s cock to slap against his ample belly. He shot up with a Ghalamarian curse, but froze when he saw Vera.


“Both of you, back up against the far wall,” Vera said in Ghala-marian. “Make no sound, make no fuss, and you will both live.”


The women did as they were told. By the time their palms were pressed against the stone wall, Garwin’s cock had completely retreated into his mound of wild pubic hair. Vera motioned to it with one of her daggers and smiled.


“Not sure I’ve ever seen a cock shrink that fast.” She motioned to her dark hair. “Guess I’m not your type?”


“Who the fuck are you?” Garwin growled.


“You know who I am, Garwin. And you know why I’m here.”


“The Madman wants his soldiers.”


“You promised them a fortnight ago. Yet the barracks of Floodhaven sit empty.”


“As does my skyline,” Garwin responded, then smiled. “What’s the matter, is Osyrus Ward a little short on spare skyships to come cajole me into submission?”


He was, but there was no reason to confirm that truth for Garwin.


“Ward wasn’t in a rush to firebomb a city full of perfectly capable soldiers until he learned the reason for the delay.”


Garwin smiled. “The Almiran savages are tearing apart any soldiers who get dropped into that jungle. If Ward wants my men to face a similar carnage, I need more coin.”


Ah. Simple greed.


“No. You will honor the agreement, or I will kill you in this room.”


Vera knew that Garwin was going to attack her because his pupils dilated and his shoulder muscles tensed. But all he managed was half a lunge before Garret’s noose slipped around his throat and tightened, then hauled him up through the air like a bundle of hay being lifted to the top rafters of a barn. Vera leaned back in the chair and kicked the massage table backward, but not too far. Garwin’s legs flailed as they sought purchase.


He gurgled. His face was beginning to turn purple. But eventually he found the table again with his toes and managed to balance himself on it by pushing his naked belly forward.


Fully exposed and vulnerable. Good.


“Garwin, Garwin, Garwin.” Vera tapped her dagger against her palm in time with the name. “That wasn’t a very smart negotiating tactic.”


“Fucking bitch,” he rasped.


She shrugged. “There is a new deal on offer now. You will deliver your troops on the next tide. All of them. You will receive no remuneration for your contribution to the war effort, other than the chance to continue drawing breath through your greedy lungs. If you do not adhere to these instructions, I will come back here and I will kill you.”


Vera stood up from the chair. Stepped forward. She used her dagger to lift the stubby head of Garwin’s cock slightly. Balanced it on the flat of the blade.


“You will not get a soldier’s death from me. It will not be clean, and it will not be fast. And while the skyships of Kira’s empire are currently occupied, they will arrive at their earliest convenience, and kill every man, woman, and child of Argel. Do you understand?”


The veins in his forehead were bulging with a mixture of strain and fury. But he nodded.


“Are you going to be a more obedient count from here forward?”


“Yes.”


“Good.”


Vera retracted the dagger, then motioned to Garret, who released the noose and let Garwin collapse on the lush, Pargossian carpet covering the floor. He rubbed his throat while he heaved in some ragged breaths.


Vera glanced at the two women, one of whom was crying. The other was shivering, despite the sticky, humid night. “Neither of you will breathe a word of this to anyone,” she said. “Or it will be your bedrooms that I visit. Clear?”


They both nodded. Eyes full of fear.


“Good.” She crouched down so Garwin could see her eyes and hear her better. “I wish you calm seas and clear skies on your journey to Almira.”


Vera moved to the window.


“Should have known the widows would throw in with the Madman after Okinu died. Your order plays solemn and loyal bodyguards, but you’re all just lackeys to whomever holds the most power.” He spat. “Call me greedy if you want. Intimidate me into obedience. But you’re not better than me. None of the widows are.”


Vera looked back at him. “My order is destroyed, Garwin. I am the last Papyrian widow. And I’ve never pretended to be better than anyone.”
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She and Garret left Argel the same way they came in—climbing down the tower and sneaking through the shadows and alleys.


Vera would have preferred to fly the Blue Sparrow directly above Garwin’s tower and drop in by rope. Moving through the city on foot was the most dangerous part of this mission. But Osyrus had wanted to show Garwin that it wasn’t just the skyships that could get to him. It was also a regular blade, brought to him by a human hand in the night.


The logic made sense, but Osyrus Ward wasn’t the one sneaking in and out of a fortified city. They’d used a drainage tunnel with a rusted-out grate to get in, and the plan had been to use the same method for getting out.


That would have worked just fine if there weren’t four spearmen guarding the mouth of the drain when they returned to it.


Garret and Vera both squatted in the shadows of an alley that ended about two hundred paces from the grate.


“I thought Ward’s spies said they never guarded the drain,” Garret whispered.


“Either the spy was wrong, or he lied. Either way, we have a problem.”


“Secondary exit?”


That involved climbing up one of the dragon watchtowers on the opposite side of the city, which was manned by two sentries who—according to their intelligence—emptied an entire bag of wine into their stomachs before night watch, and worked their way through a second one before their shift ended.


Vera checked the watch on the inside of her wrist. Shook her head.


“Too far away. The sun will be up by the time we return to the Blue Sparrow. Ward wants us to be invisible on this one.”


Garret nodded. Turned back to the spearmen. “Then this needs to be silent.”


“Yes.”


They both studied the terrain. There was a long shadow stretching from where they were positioned to a clump of ferns about twenty strides from the left side of the grate. A big stack of replacement shingles gave good cover on the right side, but it was farther away.


“I’m right,” Vera said. “You’re left.”


“Got it.”


They split up and moved into position, both moving slowly and carefully to avoid attracting the attention of the four spearmen, who were relaxed but generally alert. Every few minutes one of them spat or muttered something, but otherwise they kept their eyes on their sectors.


When Vera reached the stack of shingles, she loaded a shot into her close-range sling, then took a spare shot out and tapped it against a crooked nail that was hammered into one of the shingles. It wasn’t a loud or suspicious sound, but Vera had been working with Garret long enough to know that it would work as a signal.


She got a good grip on her sling with her right hand, then pulled it taut with her left, which would save her half a second when it came time to swing it.


Silence. One of the guards farted. Then spat again. Tamped the spittle into the dirt with his boot.


Then a hemp rope wrapped around his throat and yanked him into the shadows.


Vera waited for the remaining three to turn away from her. When they did, she stood and whipped her sling in a tight circle. Released.


Her shot buried into the back of the nearest spearmen’s skull. She followed her shot at a full sprint, drawing Owaru as she ran. The spearman tottered and fell before she’d covered half the distance. The sound of their comrade falling over got the two remaining spearmen to turn around again and face her. They dropped their spears into a defensive position. Well-trained bastards.


Vera reared back with Owaru like she was poised to strike, but at the last minute she drew Kaisha off her left hip and threw her into the nearest spearman’s throat. It was a good way to kill him without a sound, but it left her completely vulnerable to a spear strike from the last man, who reared back and prepared to skewer her.


Garret appeared from the shadows and stabbed him through the back of the neck. Held his hand over his mouth while he died. Lowered him to the ground slowly. Pulled his knife out of the back of his neck, cleaned the blood off with three quick strokes across the dead man’s cloak, and sheathed it again. He looked at Vera.


“We’ll string them together, then pull them through the drainage pipe after us,” Vera said. “Nobody will find them until the smell gives them away.”


Garret nodded, then started tying the corpses together.
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There was an open field on the far side of the sewer tunnel that led to a riverbank with good cover. She and Garret crossed the field in silence, sticking to whatever shadows they could find. Neither spoke until they’d dropped down into the riverbank, and tucked themselves beneath an overhang.


Vera remembered when the Red Skull had attacked Argel during her first visit. This was where the people of the city had taken cover. Now she was doing the same. Strange to have the motions of her life running in circles like this.


Vera pressed two fingers against the watch in her bracer, which caused it to give her the time in four quick pulses. A recent improvement from Osyrus Ward that allowed her to tell time in pure darkness.


“Seventeen minutes,” she said.


“Got it.”


Vera was tempted to pass the time by smoking her pipe, but that was a really good way to attract the attention of a dragon or a passing human or both. Sharpening her blades wasn’t a great idea, either. So, she tried to readjust that left pauldron that had been digging into her armpit during the climb.


Garret produced a small vial of oil wrapped in black cloth from his satchel and started rubbing oil along the length of that rope he liked so much.


For a while, they worked on their respective equipment in silence. The problematic pauldron was the same piece of armor that a Skojit had sheared off during Vera’s first trip over the Razorback Mountains, and despite visiting half the armories in Burz-al-dun, nobody had been able to restore the damaged piece to its former functionality. Sharkskin armor was an obstinate material that required years to master.


A widow’s armorer in Himeja might have been able to repair it properly. But they were dead, along with everyone else in the capital. At this point, she just had to accept the damage as permanent.


“You told Garwin that you were the last Papyrian widow,” Garret said, breaking her out of her thoughts. “Are you sure about that?”


This was the seventh job they’d done together, but the first time he’d asked a question that wasn’t required to complete their work.


“Most of my order was killed in the bombing of Himeja,” Vera said. “A few were scattered across Almira. Remnants of the aid that Okinu sent to Ashlyn before she was deposed. But I killed the last of those myself.”


“Why?”


“She betrayed Kira.”


“But there could be other widows. Hiding out in some dark corner of the world.”


“No.”


“How can you be sure?”


Vera took a breath. “Because I serve the man who destroyed Papyria. If there were any other widows alive, they would have come to try and kill me by now.”


“Fair point.”


He worked a fresh glob of oil into his noose. Seemed done with the conversation, which was fine with her. But he spoke again a few minutes later.


“I enjoy working with you,” he said.


Vera scoffed. Thought he was joking at first, then saw his serious face and was just confused.


“Why’s that?” she asked.


“Garwin never gained a modicum of control over his situation. And on the way out when those four guards could have made things messy, you kept calm and kept it clean.” He looked at her. “You should be proud of your skills. They’re impressive.”


“There’s nothing impressive about extorting a naked lord.”


“No, not the actual job. I don’t care about that.” He returned his attention to the rope. Tested a braid of his noose with two fingers. “But the skills required to complete the job—and to do it clean—those are different. There is a beauty in your proficiency.”


She let that comment linger on its own for a moment, unsure of how to respond. She doubted that Garret offered compliments to people on a regular basis. This was a chance to learn more about the enigmatic man she’d been traveling with for almost two moon turns, but barely knew.


“You don’t care about the work that we do?” she asked.


“The outcome is inconsequential.”


“Not sure the dead spearmen going to rot in that drain would agree.”


He blinked. “What I mean is that all outcomes are inconsequential. Someone will win this war eventually. Probably Osyrus Ward, but you never know. Jungle warfare is messy. Unpredictable.” He used a knife to slice away a few frayed strands of his rope. “But regardless, the outcome will be the same. There’ll be a period of peace. Terra will lick her wounds. A fresh crop of soldiers will be born, and trained for the thresher. And then—a decade or two from now—a new war will start. And another after that, and another after that. The loop is endless and pointless. The best you can do is find beauty in the minutiae.”


“I disagree,” said Vera. “You can also find people that mean something to you and protect them.”


“Ah, right,” said Garret. “Your wounded empress. Kira. How long since you last saw her?”


“Forty-seven days.” She glanced at the watch embedded in her bracer. “Six hours. Fifteen minutes.”


“Are you counting the seconds, too?”


Vera gave him a look, but didn’t say anything.


“I suppose that is why you’re fighting on the wrong side of this war,” Garret continued.


“I thought you said that you didn’t believe in right and wrong.”


“I don’t care about right and wrong. But you do. Don’t tell me that you believe Terra is a better place with Osyrus Ward lording over her skies.”


“Ward is the only person keeping Kira alive. The only one who can heal her.”


“We’ve been working together for months. Been to almost every country in Terra doing the Madman’s work. If he can heal her, he is certainly taking his time.”


Vera shook her head. “Kira is to come off the machines upon my return. She’ll be ready. I have his word.”


“And you trust it?”


“I don’t trust anyone.”


“Then why did you agree to be gone for so long?” he asked.


Vera picked at a cut near one fingernail that had been opened during their climb up the Argel tower. Winced. “Because I don’t serve her by moping by her side.”


“But you serve her by serving Osyrus Ward?”


She picked a scab off her knuckles. Flicked it away.


“Something like that.”


The real reason that Vera had agreed to crisscross Terra on behalf of Osyrus Ward was more complicated, but she wasn’t going to share that with Garret the Hangman. The man had an empty, black pit where his soul should have been.


Garret coiled his noose into a neat circle and hooked it to his hip. “I supposed you’ll be done with these missions, then. Once your empress is recovered.”


“That’s right.”


“Too bad. We make a good team.”


Garret was right. Not only had they helped Osyrus Ward shore up influence all over Terra, but they’d been extremely successful at it. The closest they’d come to a mistake was that hiccup leaving Argel. Somehow, being good at helping Osyrus Ward made her feel even worse about it. The opposite of Garret, apparently.


There was a rumble in the distance. The familiar churn of the Blue Sparrow’s engines. A moment later, the skyship rose over a southern cliff and moved toward their position.


Since the Sparrow had no weapons and light armor, it was the only skyship that Osyrus was willing to spare for missions like this one. All of the others were on endless patrols and combat drops in the Dainwood, or hovering eternally over a city of Terra, threatening them into good behavior.


Garret headed to the skyship. Vera followed, realizing that this was the first time she’d ever seen the man’s back.


“Success?” Decimar asked when they came aboard.


“He’ll deliver.”


Decimar nodded, then started rattling off orders to his men. They were airborne and heading back to Floodhaven two minutes later.


The sun still hadn’t risen, and darkness covered their escape.
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BERSHAD


City of Deepdale


The heads that Simeon insisted on bringing with him had begun to fester during the journey back to Deepdale. The hulking Skojit approached the city amidst a horde of black flies. The pests didn’t seem to bother Simeon, but they attracted the attention and ire of the wardens camped outside the city as they walked through.


Kerrigan was due back with another shipment of food from Dunfar, so most of the disparate warden crews that comprised the Jaguar Army had returned to Deepdale to get their rations, then scatter back into the forest and continue the war. It was dangerous to gather in one place, but there were so many Blackjacks in the area surrounding Deepdale that the skyships couldn’t reach the city. Even getting through on foot was dangerous. The Jaguars used secret pathways that were lined with choke weed, which Blackjacks naturally avoided if it grew in high concentrations.


For the time being, Deepdale was the safest place in the realm of Terra. But when the Blackjacks moved on in a few months, that would all change.


Bershad saw Willem, who was playing dice with his men while a caiman cooked over a spit, and headed over. There were seven mud totems arranged around the fire with steel scraps in their hands, looking out at the forest.


“Again with the fucking heads?” Willem asked, frowning at Simeon.


“Just making war on the Balarians’ minds,” Simeon said.


“Ever considered that the dragon-scale armor you wear is war enough?” Willem asked.


Simeon seemed to give that real consideration.


“No. The heads are important.”


“Why?” Willem asked.


“Don’t get him started,” Bershad said.


Willem swatted at some flies that zipped over to the caiman. “Well, do you think you can take your attack on dreams away from our cook fire, at least?”


Simeon grunted. “You lowlanders have squirrel piss for blood. All of you.”


The group of veteran soldiers—who’d probably sent a hundred men down the river between them—took the insult in stride. When Simeon saw he couldn’t rile any of them up, he headed off to the outer reaches of the camp with his cargo. His plans for the heads was unclear.


“Why do you let him do that?” Willem asked.


“I let you press dead men’s eyes into your mud totems,” Bershad said. “Can’t abide a double standard.”


“There’s a difference between popping eyes out of dead men and pulling their entire head off, then traveling around with it.”


“There is,” Bershad agreed. “Simeon would argue that stopping at the eyes isn’t far enough.”


“Gods, everyone who set foot on that island up north went fucking insane. You should have your brains checked for mushroom rot or something.”


“Who told you about the mushrooms?”


“Felgor,” said three wardens at once.


“Figures.”


Bershad didn’t know Willem that well, but he knew the man who’d brought him up. Jon Cumberland. He was a veteran who’d served Bershad’s father and carried a strong reputation. Cumberland had been killed by Wormwrot, and from what Bershad could see, Willem was doing his best to fill his shoes. He was the closest thing the Jaguar Army had to a leader.


Willem rolled the dice. Cursed at the result.


“Looks like you came back with a haul of your own,” Willem said, pointing at the sack over Bershad’s shoulder, which was full of the lodestones and machinery he’d cut out of the grayskin.


“Yeah. I’m on my way to Ashlyn now.”


“She’s been cooped up in the castle with Jolan all morning,” Willem said. “Running experiments.”


After Fallon’s Roost, Ashlyn and Jolan had retreated from the front lines to try and figure out what had gone wrong. The Deepdale Castle had been the best space for a laboratory.


“Performing demoncraft, you mean,” muttered a red-haired warden named Sem.


Willem shrugged. “Experiments. Alchemy. Demoncraft. They’re all just labels for complex systems that require esoteric knowledge to understand.”


“Sounds to me like you’re spewing back the chewed-up words of your gray-robed friend again.”


“Repeating Jolan’s words doesn’t make them wrong.”


“Why’re you so fond of that kid, anyway?” Sem asked.


“He was with me during the skyship thing last winter.”


“How’d an alchemist get roped into that goatfuck?”


“Long story,” Willem said. “And I’m not drunk or depressed enough to tell it.”


Bershad looked up the hill toward the castle. Frowned. One of the towers was missing.


“What happened to the northern tower?” he asked.


“That? Uh, word is something went awry with Ashlyn’s work a few weeks ago. Nobody got hurt, though. Aside from your ancestors’ masonry.”


“See, that’s what I’m talking about,” said Sem. “In my book, anything that can destroy a castle tower is demoncraft.”


They continued bickering. Bershad eyed the caiman as it cooked on the spit, his mouth watering. They’d pushed hard getting back to Deepdale, and hadn’t eaten in two days.


He dropped the sack, went over to the caiman, and drew his dagger.


“That ain’t done yet,” Willem said.


Bershad ignored him. Shaved off a long slice of meat and ate it in two big bites. A flood of tender, fishy flavor filled his mouth.


Eating food always strengthened his connection to the Nomad. He could feel her up in the rafters of the sky, like there was a long string running between them that someone had just thrummed. And he knew she could taste the caiman in her mouth, too. She careened down from the clouds in a tight dive. When she was about two hundred strides from the ground, she opened her wings to kill the descent. Took roost in a massive Daintree that overlooked the camp.


Some of the nearby wardens dropped their food or drink and scrambled for cover. But most of the men in camp had fought alongside Bershad at one point or another during this war, so they knew about him and the Nomad. A few of them even lifted their drinks in her direction.


Bershad gave her a look, and she craned her head in response.


“Don’t even think about giving your pet lizard a share of that caiman,” Willem warned. “I can afford to give the lord of Deepdale a slice of meat, but the dragon’s gotta procure her own meals.”


“She’s not my pet,” said Bershad.


“Felgor said otherwise.”


“Look, as a general rule, just ignore anything that Balarian thief says.”


“So, her name isn’t Smokey?” Sem asked.


“She’s a dragon,” Bershad said. “She doesn’t have a name.”


While they’d been talking, a group of fifteen wardens had come out of the forest. All of them were wearing black Jaguar Masks. The man leading them had long, wild hair that was streaked with mud.


“Oromir the Black, scourge upon the Balarians!” shouted a visibly drunk warden. “How many Wormwrot this month?”


Oromir didn’t respond, but he did take off his mask. His left cheek and throat were covered in scars. The top of his left ear was missing.


“Hey, Oro,” said Willem. “Got a caiman that’s almost ready, if you’re hungry.”


Willem and Oromir had been with Jolan during the skyship theft gone wrong last winter. From what Bershad had seen, the two wardens had maintained a distant but friendly relationship. But Oromir and Jolan never spoke. Bershad didn’t know exactly why, but knew it had something to do with how Jon Cumberland had died.


Oromir gave Bershad a cursory glance as he approached the fire, then took a spot across from Willem and produced a bottle of what smelled like brandy mixed with acid. Took a long drink.


“How’ve you fared?” Willem asked him.


“Me and my crew tracked three score of Wormwrot over the Green Hills,” Oromir said. “One score managed to get scooped up by a skyship before we could get at ’em. Sent the rest down the river.”


“You killed forty Wormwrot with fifteen men?” Bershad asked.


Oromir looked at him. “That’s right.”


“Any losses on your side?” asked Willem.


“The skyship that picked up the survivors dropped a grayskin on us.” Oromir took another long sip. “Gunnar wasn’t quick enough melting into the jungle. Got torn apart.”


Everyone went quiet. Sem started pinching out a mud totem. It could have been for Gunnar’s soul, but it could have been in the hopes of conjuring a similar outcome for his crew in the future.


Against a grayskin, only losing one man was an excellent result.


“Any word on the gray-eyed Balarian who killed Cumberland?” Willem asked.


“His name is Garret,” said Oromir. “And no. Nothing since those men we captured in Salt Marsh said he’s abroad, working for the Madman.”


“Too bad.”


“I’ll get him,” Oromir said, with a tone of finality that made Bershad think if this Garret didn’t return to Almira, Oromir would cross the whole realm of Terra to find him.


“How’d you do?” Oromir asked Willem.


“Mixed bag. Ran a river-split ambush up north that left more dead on their side than ours, but the margin was thin. We had better luck in the east. Lured a bunch of idiots toward a nest of Blackjacks with the mud totems. They thought they were tracking us down. Got themselves eaten instead.”


“Morons don’t know the jungle at all,” Sem muttered. “What kind of fools don’t notice they’re walking into a Blackjack nest?”


“Ghalamarians, judging from their armor.” Willem looked around. “Don’t tell Simeon, though. He’ll go charging off in an attempt to collect more heads.”


“What’s his problem with Ghalamarians, exactly?” asked Sem.


“He’s Skojit.”


“I know he’s Skojit. But what’s his problem?”


Willem blinked at him. “You’re not really a student of history, are you?”


“I’m a warden of the Dainwood. Last I checked, history doesn’t help much when you’re sneaking up on assholes in the jungle and stabbing them.”


“Carlyle Llayawin would have disagreed, then given you a two-hour lecture on crossbows, but seeing as he’s dead and I ain’t no high-warden, let’s just say that any man with Skojit blood in his veins has good cause to hate Ghalamarians and leave it at that. Bastards have spent two hundred years encroaching on their lands.”


“Oh yeah?” Sem crossed his arms. “In that case, I feel that I’ve got cause to hate the bastards, too. Especially seeing as they drop fresh assholes into the jungle faster than we can kill them. Whole war’s like one man standing beneath a wasp nest, swatting at the bastards one at a time, thinking that’ll eliminate the problem.”


Willem narrowed his eyes. “Did you just make that up?”


“Maybe.”


“I’ve never heard you use a metaphor once in your whole fucking life.”


“Fine, fine. I heard it from that big Lysterian pirate, Goll.” Sem gave a sly smile. “But regurgitating other people’s words don’t make them wrong.”


Willem waved him off. “Yeah, yeah.”


Bershad looked around the camp. A lot of familiar faces were missing.


“What happened to Senlin’s crew?” Bershad asked. “And Uppum?”


They were both veteran wardens who’d fought with him at Glenlock. Good men.


Willem winced. “They got tangled up with a grayskin. We found their remains smeared across a whole swath of forest.”


“Fucking grayskins,” Sem muttered.


“It’s not just grayskins. Longbowmen did a number on Newt’s and Grant’s crews, too,” Willem muttered. “They got caught trying to cross an open field. Half died, the other half are at the surgery tents up by the castle. For most, those tents are just a waystation before they head down the river. And almost none of ’em recover enough to rejoin the fight.”


He looked at Bershad, expecting him to say something. But he couldn’t think of anything helpful to say about that news.


He picked up his sack of grayskin parts. “I need to get these to Ashlyn.”


“Why’re you even bothering to haul that crap to her anymore?” Oromir asked. “She had her chance with metal and magic last spring, and it went to shit in a real big hurry at Fallon’s Roost.”


He motioned to the scars on his face, which he’d gotten at Fallon’s Roost.


“Because things are still going to shit,” Bershad said. “They’re just doing it slower.”


Bershad headed toward the city. The Nomad moved with him, hopping onto a large Daintree that grew near the city walls.


There was a group of hawkers bringing wares to the camp. Deepdale folk were used to Blackjacks in the general area, but not enormous Gray-Winged Nomads at their walls. They dropped their wares and scattered. One man with a loud voice sprinted back through the city gates, screaming for them to be closed.


“Think you better give me some distance,” Bershad said to the Nomad.


She snorted from her spot on the branches. Looked to the castle, then back at him.


“I’m sure Ashlyn wants to see you, too. She’s only got seventy sketches of you, so hitting seventy-one is most definitely a high priority. But there’s the issue of widespread panic and alarm if you follow me into the city.”


The Nomad licked her jowls. Sniffed at the fruit of a mango tree that was growing alongside the Dainwood.


“Yeah, eat some fruit while you wait.” He paused. The fruity scent of the mango was filling his own nose, along with the Nomad’s. “Smells ripe.”


She gave him an irritated look.


“Okay, okay. That one’s not quite ripe. But just wait here and don’t eat any people.”


The dragon let out one final, irritated snort, then settled herself into the canopy.


“Good enough.”
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As soon as Bershad was behind Deepdale’s walls, he felt an itchy discomfort sprawl across his skin like the first sign of a bad rash coming on. Cities always did that to him, even ones that had been built and ruled by his ancestors.


He headed up Canal Street, toward the castle. The street was named after the canal that ran alongside it, which was fed by a deep lake in the middle of the city. The water smelled of moss and algae and fresh rain.


Armorers and craftsmen were waiting outside their shops along Canal Street, trying to drum up business from anyone passing by. They recognized him as he passed.


“Lord Bershad, is today the day I can finally convince you to try my wares?” said the cobbler with a smile, eyeing Bershad’s bare feet.


“Maybe next time.”


“Ah.” He waved the notion away. “Sometimes I fear you’ll start a trend and put me out of business. I make a totem every night to honor the thornbushes and scorpions to keep my trade going.”


“Not a bad idea.”


The armorer asked for another look at his dragon-bone shield and Naga spear. Praised the craftsmanship, as always.


“Who made it?” he asked for the fiftieth time.


Bershad shook his head. “That’s a long story, and I’m already late.”


He continued uphill until he reached the lake. There was a girl fishing along one bank.


“Catch anything?” he asked.


The girl looked up, then quickly stiffened when she saw who’d come up behind her.


“Lord Silas,” she said, starting to dip into a bow.


“Better focus on your fishing,” he said, halting the formalities. When he was younger, Bershad had never liked the ass-kissing that came with being a lord. But now—after all his years outside, without a roof or a kind eye for leagues—he hated it. Felt like someone was selling him a lump of crap and calling it sugar.


“Right,” the girl said, turning her attention back to the rod and resuming her slow reel. “My sister saw the paku trawling the shallows of this bank last night. I’m hoping he’s still nearby, so I can catch him for my customers.”


The paku was actually lurking in some heavy reeds around the little island in the middle of the lake, his fishy pulse slow and relaxed. But Bershad figured that if the girl wanted that fish, she’d need to find it on her own. Only fair.


“Customers?” Bershad asked. “You a fishmonger?”


“Please,” said the girl. “I run the Cat’s Eye tavern, up on the shady side of the canal.”


“You’re a little young to be running taverns, aren’t you?” Bershad asked. The girl looked like she’d seen about ten summers.


“Well, I don’t run it by myself, obviously.”


“Obviously,” Bershad agreed. “What’s your name?”


“Grittle.”


“Grittle? That short for something?”


“No.” She gave him a look. “My sister says us simple folk don’t need to bother with bulky names.”


“I see.”


Grittle sighed, and started reeling her line in with a purpose. “I don’t think that fish is in my future. Not today, anyway. But I have a fresh batch of rain ale back at the tavern if you’re interested.”


Bershad shrugged. Ashlyn and Jolan weren’t going anywhere, and he was thirsty. “Sure. Lead the way.”


They walked up Canal Street together, making a strange pair that drew a lot of confused glances. Bershad could hear people stop and murmur after they’d passed.


To their left, where the hills of the Dainwood rose over the city, a trio of Blackjacks popped out of the canopy and chased each other in a loop across a streak of Daintrees with yellow flowers blooming off the top. One of the dragons raked his claws along the canopy, causing a shower of shredded petals.


In any other city in Terra, three fully grown dragons that close to the city would have gotten the alarm bells booming and turned the people into a panicked mob, running for basements and root cellars. But Deepdale was different. This time of year, hundreds of Blackjacks swarmed the forests around the city, gorging themselves on mango and monkey and deer after their long flight back from the Great Migration.


“Trotsky says that you talk to the dragons,” Grittle said. “Tell them to protect Deepdale from the skyships, but also to stay outside the city.”


“Who’s Trotsky?”


“One of my regulars. He fought in the Balarian War.”


“Old-timer, is it?”


“Yeah.” They crossed a narrow bridge over the canal that was made from two sagging planks, the underside festooned with thick moss that smelled flowery and thick, like basil. “So, did you?”


“Did I what?”


“Tame the dragons and tell them to protect the city?”


Bershad glanced at the Blackjacks, who were still doing loops in the sky and skimming across the canopy.


“Those dragons aren’t tame,” Bershad said.


“But why don’t they attack the city?”


“Years of experience.” Bershad pointed to one of the dragon lookouts above them. “Why fuss with a city of troublesome humans who’ll shoot arrows at you when you have a canopy full of ripe mangos and fat monkeys?”


“Oh.”


“You sound disappointed.”


She shrugged. “I liked the idea of you talking to the dragons, that’s all.”


Bershad gave her a look. “Those Blackjacks are protecting Deepdale from the skyships. They just aren’t doing it because of me.”


Bershad left the last part unsaid, which was that the Blackjacks would be scattering across the jungle within the next few moons, once the mangoes and monkeys started to thin. When that happened, the wall of impenetrable and aggressive dragons would be gone, and the skyships would have a clear route into Deepdale.


“I should have known it wasn’t true,” Grittle said. “Trotsky is always telling me lies because I’m little. He also said the big gray one follows you around everywhere and gives you magical powers.”


Bershad grunted. Didn’t say anything.


Grittle pointed down a narrow tract ringed by sagging buildings. “The Cat’s Eye is just down there.”
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The tavern was locked up when they got there. Grittle took out a set of keys and opened the place up. Once they were inside, she hopped over the counter and lined up a bunch of ceramic mugs. Inspected them carefully, and cleaned a few that needed it.


“My regulars will be coming in for their breakfast beers soon,” she explained. “Got to be ready for the rush.”


“Your parents around to help?” he asked.


“My parents are dead.”


“Then who runs the tavern with you?”


“I do,” said another girl’s voice as she came up from the cellar, carrying a cheese wheel in one hand and a stale loaf of bread in the other.


When Grittle had said that she ran the Cat’s Eye tavern, Bershad had figured that her mother or father owned it and let her sweep the floors or something. But this girl—a sister, judging from the similar shape of their nose and mouth—wasn’t much older than Grittle.


“Just you and her?”


“That’s right.”


“What are you, fourteen?”


“Fifteen,” she corrected. “And if wardens can go to war at sixteen, I think I’m old enough to run a tavern.”


“Fair point. What’s your name?”


“Nola.”


“Nola,” Bershad repeated. “It’s good to meet you.”


She glanced at him, lingering on his tattoos a little longer than she probably meant to. Most people did.


“Likewise, Lord Silas.”


“Just call me Bershad.”


She scoffed. “Not likely, Lord Silas.”


“I could have you beheaded for addressing me in a way I don’t like,” he warned.


“I find that even less likely, Lord Silas.”


Bershad smiled.


“I promised him a beer,” Grittle said from behind the counter.


Nola sighed. “Of course you did.”


She came around the counter, too. Grabbed one of the mugs Grittle had cleaned and started filling it from an oak keg.


“I brew the rain ale myself. Since the war started, I’ve been watering down my pours so things last a little longer, but seeing as you’re our first customer of the day, and lord of the city, I’ll serve you straight.”


Bershad gave a little grunt. The girl was funny. “Appreciated.”


He took a sip. Savored the flavor of flower and hops and strong alcohol. “Not bad.”


“Not bad?” Nola repeated, frowning. “That’s the best rain ale on the shady side.”


“You’re pretty confident.”


“Easy to be the best when you’re the only tavern still brewing it.”


“Hops hard to come by, these days?”


“They are. And the fact that all the lords are hoarding ingredients for their homebrew doesn’t help. Such a tragedy. Rich folks always screw up the floral notes.”


“If the lords are hoarding hops, how is it you have a full cask?”


She smiled. “Got my ways.”


“Uh-huh.” Bershad took another sip. “And how is it that two girls with barely a score of years between them wound up with the run of the best tavern on the shady side?”


The girls’ faces both changed. Nola took a rag out from behind the bar and started wiping down the counter, which was already clean.


“Our mother died having Grittle,” said Nola. “Our father got eaten by a Blackjack that same summer. But we had three older brothers to raise us. They were Jaguars, but they hung up their masks when the Grealors took over the Dainwood. Said that dying on behalf of an Atlas Coast asshole was its own kind of crime. So, they started this place up. We ran it together as a family for years. That’s how I learned everything. But when Grealor got killed and the Jaguars rebelled, my brothers picked up their masks again. Joined the fight.” She picked at the rag with dirty fingernails. “They went down the river last summer.”


“High-Warden Carlyle came here himself to tell us,” said Grittle. “He said they died bravely, protecting a very important bridge.”


“They always tell you that,” said Nola, a barb in her voice. “Even if you die screaming and crying for no good reason at all.”


“You don’t varnish the truth of things for her much,” Bershad said.


“Most of the varnish that exists in this world is made from dragonshit.” She looked at him. “Do you tell people the truth of how their sons and husbands and brothers die?”


“No,” Bershad admitted. He turned to Grittle. “But your brothers don’t sound like cowards to me.”


“You’ve heard four sentences about them,” said Nola.


“They stood up against Grealor. A lot of others didn’t.”


“Since when is hanging up your mask a brave thing to do?” Nola asked.


“For a soldier, fighting for the man in charge is easy,” said Bershad. “Standing up to him isn’t.”


“I guess.”


Bershad drank more of his beer. Nola gave him a long look.


“You’re not like the other lords I know.”


“You familiar with a lot of nobility, are you?”


“Familiar enough to know they don’t generally praise people for standing up to them. And they do generally wear shoes.” She motioned to his bare, dirty feet. “Lord Cuspar’s got a different pair on every time he shows up to collect his take.”


“Thought you owned the place.”


“We do. Most of it anyway.” She looked down, a little ashamed. “I kept us independent for as long as I could, knowing it’s what my brothers would have wanted. And I was managing until the skyships started salting the farms and everything turned twice as expensive. The supplies that come in from Dunfar help, but I couldn’t afford the up-front cost on my own. So, I went to see Cuspar. I tried for a straight loan—even if he was gonna rake me over the coals on interest—but you know how lords are, always trying to dig their fingers deep into your skin and keep them buried there.” She looked at him. “Uh, sorry. Wasn’t talking about you. The lords who wear shoes, I mean.”


“Don’t apologize,” said Bershad. He remembered Cuspar from when he was a kid. The man had stakes in businesses all over Deepdale. And Bershad knew that he’d thrown in with Grealor faster than most after his father was executed and he was exiled. “How much of a stake does he have?”


“Thirty percent,” said Nola. “But he insisted on a minimum threshold of a hundred silvers a moon’s turn, whether I’ve got a profit to show or not. I was short last month, that’s why I’ve been sending Grittle out to try and catch the paku. Help us scrounge a little extra until the next shipment from Dunfar gets here. Assuming the lords and gangs don’t take it all first.”


Bershad tightened his grip on the ceramic mug. Took another long gulp. He’d gotten the blue bars before he’d had to deal with the realities of being a high lord. Running a city. Running a whole province. He was back now, but with the war on, he hadn’t needed to face that life. Being honest, he wasn’t in a big rush to. The whole thing was a big web of shit and lies, strung together by unfair laws and vile traditions.


“When I came back and saw what Deepdale had become, I wanted to kill them all,” Bershad said quietly.


“Kill who?” Grit asked.


“The lords who stood with Grealor.”


“Oh.” Nola seemed to think on that for a moment. “The queen stopped you, didn’t she?”


Bershad raised an eyebrow. “How’d you know that?”


Nola shrugged. “Cuspar turned over most of his wardens for the war effort. If you took his head, might be they’d keep fighting for the Dainwood. Might be they wouldn’t. Hard thing to risk right now.”


That was almost exactly what Ashlyn had said.


“You’re pretty clever.”


She shrugged again. “You don’t have to be that clever to see the right choices with a war on. It’s the Balarians who need dealing with first. Everything else has to wait.”


“Yeah,” Bershad said.


He finished his beer. Savored the last swallow with a purpose. Then he dug some coins out of his pocket—far more than one rain ale was worth, and far less than the girls needed—and slid it across the table.


“Thanks for the beer.”


“Thanks for paying. You didn’t have to.”


“Yeah. I did.”


He headed for the door, but when he reached the frame he turned around. Nola had already gone back to her duties, but Grittle was still looking at him.


“The paku is hiding in the reeds on the southern side of the island in the lake. Swim out in the afternoon and wait there till dusk, until he forgets about you and the bugs lure him out. And they like fruit more than the worm you were using. Try a Daintree berry.”


Grittle smiled. “I will. Thanks, Lord Silas.”


Bershad left the tavern. Made his way back uphill to the castle.


The old fort looked the same as it did when he was a kid. It was built from gray stone, but the walls were mostly covered by flowering vines sprawled across the different sections, their white petals busy with hummingbirds and bees zipping around. Thirty-two stone jaguars lounged along the ramparts, one for each Bershad lord who had ruled from those halls.


The only two lords who didn’t have a jaguar were him and his father. Leon’s had been torn down on orders from the king. His had never been built at all.


The main difference between the current situation and Bershad’s memories was that they’d set up the infirmary in the main castle yard—erected tents and filled them with cots where the wounded could be cared for. The air smelled like pus and bile and shit and vomit. Men were groaning and muttering in pain. Others were screaming as they endured their surgeries.


Even from across the city, he felt the Nomad rile as the rotten smells of the infirmary filled her nose, too. Bershad hoped she wasn’t causing a scene by the city gates.


He spotted Cormo as he was leaving one of the surgery tents. Despite the fact that he was a pirate, not an alchemist, he was wearing the gray robes of the order. Said it made his patients more confident in the outcomes. His sealskin gloves were slick with blood, and he was in the process of wiping them with a goatskin cloth.


“Silas. Hey.”


“How are things going here?” Bershad asked.


“A lot of amputations this time,” Cormo admitted.


“You sure they’re all required?” Bershad asked. “As I recall, unnecessary amputations is what got those bars drawn down your cheeks.”


“Almost wish I could blame booze and bad decisions on my part—those problems have clear solutions. But no. Those Balarian longbows come in with such speed the arrowheads break bones like eggshells. Nothing to do but take the limb. But we’re having good success with Master Jolan’s latest anti-infection tonics after the surgery. People lose the limbs, but they keep their lives.”


Bershad nodded.


“You want me to try pulling those last few crossbow bolts outta your back one more time?” Cormo asked. “I don’t like leaving jobs half finished.”


Cormo and Silas had met after a band of pirates had porcupined him with crossbow bolts. Cormo had pulled most of them out, but two remained, stuck deep in the bone.


“You nearly ripped my spine out last time you tried,” Bershad said.


“But I got some new pincers that might do the trick.”


Bershad waved the notion off. “Sometimes you just have to let old wounds be. Trust me on that.”


Cormo shrugged. “Guess you’re the expert on that front.”


“Do you know where Ashlyn and Jolan set up shop this time?”


“Last ruckus I heard sounded like it was coming from the grain pantries toward the back.”


Made sense. Ashlyn and Jolan used a lot of equipment for their work, and given all the food shortages, the pantries were available.


“Thanks, Cormo. I’ll see you later.”
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Bershad moved through the empty halls of the castle, thinking back to his childhood when the castle was always bustling with people, and then actively trying to forget it because he felt his mood sliding toward darkness.


He reached the grain pantry. The door was closed, but not locked. He went inside.


Ashlyn was sitting in a chair in the middle of the room with her left arm stretched out, palm facing the ceiling. Her eyes were closed and there were four orbs the size of coconuts hovering above her head. There was a fresh cut above her left eyebrow.


Her outstretched arm was wreathed in banded, black metal from elbow to fingertips. The bands near her elbow were three fingers thick. The ones along her fingers were as thin as rings. All of them were studded with gray lodestones of various sizes that Bershad had salvaged from the spines of murdered grayskins. The bands were spinning in a complicated but orchestrated sequence, powered by the Ghost Moth nerve that was bound to Ashlyn’s forearm.


“Careful with the upward polarity on number three,” Jolan warned from his place behind a massive dragon scale that he was using as a shield. “It’s starting to lilt downward on the vertical axis.”


Bershad took a step forward, but Jolan motioned for him to stay where he was.


“I’m aware,” said Ashlyn, keeping her eyes closed and stretching her fingers a little farther apart. The bands on her index and pinky fingers spun a little faster for several heartbeats, and one of the hovering orbs rose in the air so that it was aligned with the other three.


“That’s it,” said Jolan. “Okay, that’s corrected. Ready for the fifth?”


“Ready.”


Jolan took another lodestone out of a cloth sack and checked the complicated script that was etched into the side of it.


“How fast?” he asked.


“Full speed.”


“You sure? After last time, I feel like—”


“Just throw it, Jolan. Another bruised eye isn’t going to kill me.”


The kid shrugged, then threw the stone at Ashlyn’s face as hard as he could, grunting from the effort.


Three bands near Ashlyn’s wrist whirred. The lodestone stopped an inch from her nose. Hung there as if it was attached to an invisible string.


A series of finger bands turned in a slow cascade, and the fifth lodestone rose above her head and joined the others in a line.


“Full control?” said Jolan.


Ashlyn nodded. “Give me something to break into.”


Jolan moved over to a table that was covered with an assortment of different-sized lodestones and started moving some of them into a wooden tray.


Bershad didn’t pretend to understand the inner workings of Ashlyn and Jolan’s work. They’d tried to fully explain it to him once, but the conversation had ended with Bershad extremely confused and Ashlyn so frustrated that she’d stormed out of the room.


Eventually, Jolan had managed to describe the basics.


Ashlyn’s arm and Osyrus Ward’s grayskins were both built on the foundation of lodestones. A single lodestone wasn’t much different than a regular rock. A pair of them could be made to either repel or attract to one another. But a larger group—which they called loops—could do far more complex things. That’s how Ashlyn was controlling the lodestones hovering over her head, and how Osryus created his nearly indestructible creatures—their artificial organs and spines were powered by lodestones.


Because they shared the same foundation, Ashlyn had spent the first few weeks of the war tearing out grayskin spines as easily as a farmer pulls weeds from the earth.


She said it was like sewing: she wove an invisible, magnetic strand around each lodestone in the loop along the grayskin’s spine. When she ripped the strand free, Ward’s system was erased, giving Ashlyn control of the lodestones.


For weeks, it seemed like winning the war was just a matter of getting Ashlyn to the right place at the right time so she could tear the grayskins apart, then use the lodestones to forge another band on her arm.


But everything had changed at Fallon’s Roost.


After that disaster, Ashlyn and Jolan had retreated to the Deepdale castle to figure out what went wrong, and how to prevent it in the future. That was three months ago.


Bershad was hoping they’d finally made some progress.


Jolan had filled the tray with twenty grape-sized lodestones. They were all white except for one in the middle, which was black. He placed the tray on the ground in front of Ashlyn.


“Let me connect the diagnostic tool,” he said.


Jolan went back to the table and grabbed a machine Bershad had never seen before. It was about the size of a dinner plate and looked like about fourteen different clocks all rammed together with screws, gears, and springs. There was a crank on one side, and two copper nubs protruding from the top like the horns of a goat.


Jolan produced a bundle of wires from inside his robe, and quickly twisted a wire around each of the nubs. He wrapped one wire around the black lodestone in the center of the tray, and plugged the other into a little socket on one of Ashlyn’s thicker bands.


He wound the crank three times, then released. The machinery of the diagnostic churned and spun as the crank slowly unwound.


“I recognize this loop,” Ashlyn said. “It’s from the spine of the grayskin Silas killed in Vermonth, right?”


“That’s the one.”


Ashlyn nodded, still frowning with focus as the diagnostic finished unwinding.


“Okay, I have it. I’m ready.”


Jolan disconnected the machine from both Ashlyn and the lodestone, then returned to cover behind the dragon scale. He motioned for Bershad to move behind a stone pillar for protection.


“Go ahead,” he said.


Ashlyn’s bands started rotating, which caused her five lodestones to move into positions above the tray. When they were all in place, she started increasing the speed with which her bands rotated, until they began to make a high-pitched whine, similar to a mosquito buzzing near your ear.


The black lodestone didn’t move.


“Not getting anywhere with brute force,” she muttered. “This is like trying to sew a quilt without a needle.”


“Try the cascade again?” Jolan asked.


“Yeah.”


Her bands froze, then started rotating in a measured pattern that rolled down her arm, then back up again. Ashlyn increased the speed of her bands with each cycle, until instead of a steady mosquito’s whine, there was an erratic and piercing roar that sounded like a forest demon’s wild shriek.


No wonder nobody went into the castle anymore.


But despite the spinning bands and horrific noise, the black lodestone still didn’t move.


Ashlyn licked her dry lips. Sweat droplets were pouring off her forehead. Steam rose from her damp hair and Bershad could smell the acrid scent of her fatigue filling the room. The bands of her arm continued the rolling cascade, but the pattern turned more complex and rapid.


Finally, the black lodestone started to spin. A little plume of smoke arose from beneath it as the wood of the tray began to singe.


“Progress,” Jolan said.


The white lodestones started to shake. More smoke arose from the black one as it spun faster and faster.


“Come on, you little bastard,” Ashlyn muttered. “Let me in.”


The white lodestones were rattling around so much they threatened to spill out of the tray.


Then the black lodestone froze.


“Wait. Shit.”


Without warning, Ashlyn’s lodestones were sucked toward each other with a loud crunch.


“I’ve lost control,” Ashlyn said. “Trying to back out gradually.”


She gritted her teeth. Her lodestones started to crack from the pressure. Metal instruments on the desk started to twitch and move. Bershad felt a rising pain in his back where the iron crossbow bolts were embedded.


“It’s no good!” Jolan shouted. “Use the kill switch!”


Ashlyn cursed, then, with what seemed like considerable effort, she pulled her arm in front of her chest and tightened her hand into a fist. Her bands froze. Her lodestones dropped to the floor and scattered. The pain in Bershad’s back disappeared.


Ashlyn puked on her own feet. Then she picked up the tray of lodestones and threw it into the corner.


“Black fucking skies!” Ashlyn snarled. “Fuck those stubborn fucking bastard spinal cords and fuck Osyrus Ward and his opaque security measures.”


She spat some vomit onto the floor, then she stood up, grabbed the chair she’d been sitting on, and threw it against the far wall, breaking two of the legs. With that done, she took a long breath in and out.


“Catch you two at a bad time?” Bershad asked, coming around from behind the pillar.


Ashlyn turned around, the frustration disappearing from her face.


“Silas. You’re back.”


“Brought another stubborn bastard with me, too,” he said, lifting the sack.


Ashlyn glared at the sack as if it was full of snakes, then moved to a big table that was littered with scraps of papers and spools of wire. She picked up a waterskin and drank deeply.


“Are all the lodestones from the spinal column intact on this one?” Jolan asked.


“Yeah,” Bershad said. “That’s not easy to do, by the way.”


“Maybe not, but the last one you brought back was so chewed up we couldn’t even try to break into it.”


“That asshole tore every muscle off my left leg. Keeping the corpse pristine wasn’t really a priority.”


Jolan opened the bag and started rummaging around. Taking out metal orbs and shafts and casings—all the crap that Osyrus Ward put into the grayskins to make them so difficult to kill.


“If you hadn’t stopped, felt like you’d have ripped the crossbow bolts straight out of my back,” Bershad said, rubbing one shoulder.


“Cormo still hasn’t gotten them all out?” Ashlyn asked.


“Nope. The last two are wedged deep in the bone.”


Ashlyn swallowed a big gulp of water. Raised her arm. “You know, I could pull them out anytime. Little scraps of iron like that are easy to manipulate if I’m close to them.”


“No need.”


“Why not?”


Bershad shrugged. “They don’t hurt.”


Ashlyn raised an eyebrow and gave him the face that said she knew he was lying, but didn’t push the issue further.


She was right, though. The real reason he didn’t want the bolts out was because they did hurt him. Always. And he’d committed enough crimes in his life that being saddled with a scrap of constant pain seemed like fair punishment.


Jolan finished arranging the lodestones into little groups on the table.


“This gives us more to work with,” he said, although he didn’t sound excited by the prospect.


“Glad to be of service,” said Bershad.


“Were you injured collecting them?” Ashlyn asked.


“Nothing permanent.”


“How much moss did you use?” Jolan asked.


“Not much.”


“A pinch? Ten pinches?”


“Enough so I could jump off a holdfast tower without dying.”


“Silas, don’t be obtuse. Jolan needs to know the exact amount so he knows how strong the tonic needs to be.”


Bershad grunted. “Four pinches.”


Ashlyn raised her eyebrow.


“Fine. Seven.”


She turned to Jolan. “Go ahead and get started on the suppression tonic.”


Jolan moved to an alchemical station in the corner and lit a few of the burners. Within moments, the entire room smelled of acid and tar. Bershad’s stomach turned.


“I hate this shit,” he muttered. “And every time we use it, the Nomad disappears for days. Last time, she was gone for a full week. I need her with me to win this war.”


“You can’t win this war if you turn into a tree,” said Ashlyn.


“That’s going to happen eventually anyway.”


Ashlyn tossed the waterskin back onto the table. “Are we going to have this fight in front of Jolan, or do you want to find a private chamber? Or, better yet, do you want to just skip the argument entirely and take the shot?”


Bershad sighed. “We can skip it.”


“Good.” She wiped some sweat off her forehead. “Was Simeon hurt?”


“Just a few cracked ribs. He’ll be fine.”


“Did he bring back a bunch of heads again?” Jolan asked without looking up from his work.


“Yeah.”


Jolan shook his head. “It’s a very unsanitary practice.”


“You’re welcome to try talking him out of it. I haven’t had much luck.”


“No, thanks,” said Jolan, scooping a spoonful of thick, black sludge into the mixture he was brewing.


Ashlyn was still looking at him, studying his face. “Did something else happen?”


“I might have found a way to get to Vergun,” Bershad said, remembering what Rigar had told him about the warren symbols. “But it’ll have to wait until the army’s in a better spot.”


“Am I hearing a level of restraint coming from the famously wild dragonslayer?”


“Just a little.”


Ashlyn smiled. Moved to the table and started scratching a few notes on a piece of paper.


“So, couldn’t help but notice there’s one less tower on this castle than when I left,” Bershad said.


“Yeah. I passed out during an experiment. Sorry about that.”


“You know, Ashlyn, you have a pretty clear pattern of destructive tendencies when it comes to castles. Maybe you should do this outside?”


“Wind and humidity add more external factors and complexity. Anyway, we installed countermeasures.”


“That kill switch?”


“Yes. Which I need to unlock.”


She started twisting different bands in what seemed to be a very specific sequence. Bershad was going to wait until she was done to keep talking, but the process went on for over a minute.


“How many turns does it take to unlock it?” he asked.


“Thirty-seven,” Ashlyn said, continuing to turn the bands. “It took two sleepless weeks to build, but testing goes much faster this way. And I’m destroying fewer rooms in your castle.”


She turned a final band, and then everything came to life again for a moment before settling down.


“I can lock the system myself, like I just did, but the entire system locks down automatically if I lose consciousness. When that happens, nobody can turn it back on except me or Jolan.”


“No offense to Jolan, but why’s he get the codes, too?”


The two of them exchanged a quick glance. Ashlyn answered.


“The line between temporary unconsciousness and a permanent coma is pretty thin. If that were to happen, Jolan needs a way to keep going.”


“Fuck, Ashlyn.”


“It’s just a precaution. I haven’t passed out in weeks.”


“You’re taking too many risks.”


“And you’re jumping off too many towers.”


“Doesn’t make me wrong.”


“Just hypocritical.”


Bershad sighed. Decided to drop it. “How’s progress, generally?”


Ashlyn stopped writing. Then scratched at her hair with the same hand that was holding the quill, which left a smear of ink across her cheek.


“You saw how it’s going.”


“Maybe you should try it out in the field again. Could work differently.”


“Sure. Seeing as I can’t conquer a set of lodestones sitting in a tray without causing a massive backfire, I’m definitely ready to take on a horde of grayskins again. That’s brilliant, Silas. Thank you.”


“Ashe. I know that you’re afraid of repeating Fallon’s Roost, but—”


“Can you please stop referring to it like that?”


“Like what?”


“Like the whole incident is just a fortress on a map.” She paused. “I was reckless and arrogant and I got eighty-seven wardens killed because of it.”


Ashlyn had been having so much success killing grayskins that when their scouts reported fifty of them gathered at Fallon’s Roost, they hadn’t hesitated to launch a full attack, thinking that this was their chance to turn the tide of war.


But it had been a trap.


The grayskins at Fallon’s Roost were the first to have security systems installed in their spines. When Ashlyn tried to break through them, the same thing that had just happened in the pantry happened on the field, but there wasn’t a kill switch to stop it from getting out of control.


The wardens closest to her were crushed by their own armor. Bershad had needed a pound of Gods Moss to recover from his wounds. Hundreds of others survived, but had been peppered with shrapnel like Oromir.


Bershad swallowed. “Simeon and I went back. That’s where we killed the grayskin.”


“Why?” Ashlyn asked.


“It was vulnerable. They moved most of the soldiers down south, chasing Willem’s crews.” He paused. “And the men were still out there on the field. They needed shells.”


Ashlyn nodded. “A proper burial doesn’t change the fact that I killed them.”


“You’re right, Ashe. But we’re losing hundreds of wardens every moon turn. You understand? We’re not winning this war. We’re just losing it as slowly as possible. And we’re going to run out of soldiers a long time before Osyrus Ward does.”


“If I go back out there now, the only thing I’ll do is get more men killed.”


Bershad looked around the workshop. Then he thought of the half-filled war camp outside the city, and all the wardens who should have been there but weren’t. He felt a rage rise in this throat.


“Are you getting any closer?” he pressed.


“It’s not like chopping down a tree,” Ashlyn said. “There’s no easy way to gauge progress. It’s more like digging a well blind. There might be water a stride down, there might be nothing at all. There’s just no—”


“Don’t hide behind some metaphor. Just tell it to me straight. Are the spines that I’m bringing back even helpful?”


Ashlyn glanced at the sack he’d brought. “I’ve tried to break into every acolyte spine you’ve brought back. I’ve tried it a dozen different ways. The result is always the same. I don’t know what Osyrus changed, but I can’t get through it. We thought the diagnostic was the key, but that turned out to just be a way to get a better look at the problem, not solve it. To make things even worse, we can’t add more bands to my arm until we find a way through Ward’s system, so I’m stuck at only being able to balance five lodestones in the air.”


“Then what’s the point of me even bringing this shit anymore?” Bershad asked.


There was a silence.


“I’ve started disassembling the pieces that Ashlyn can’t break through.” Jolan motioned to one corner of the room, where a mess of cleaved lodestones, copper orbs, gears, wires, powders, and scraps of metal were arranged on a table. “I’m trying to rebuild them into something we can use.”


“Use how?”


He shrugged. “I’m not sure yet. But we have so many raw materials at this point, I have to believe there’s something we can use them for.”


Jolan moved his tonic off the burner, then drew the liquid into a long syringe.


“This is ready,” he said.


Bershad stayed where he was. Arms crossed.


“Can you sit down so that I can give you the injection?” Jolan pressed.


“Well, I’d use that chair over there if our even-keeled queen hadn’t shattered it.”


Ashlyn gave him a look, and Bershad gave in. He muttered a curse to himself and sat down on the cold floor next to Jolan, who rolled back the sleeve on his left arm and tapped a finger against the syringe, forcing the liquid to congeal. He moved it toward Bershad’s skin, but he stopped him with an open hand.


“Just give me one second, kid.”


Jolan nodded. Bershad closed his eyes.


He reached out, across the city, and focused on his connection to the Nomad. She was still in that Daintree.


“Sorry about this, girl,” he muttered. “I’ll meet up with you down the line a ways, when you decide to forgive me.”


He gave Jolan a nod, and the boy pressed the metal needle into his flesh and filled his veins with fire that spread from his arm to his lungs and eventually into his heart. His connection to the Nomad snapped. The thousands of sounds and sensations she funneled into his body went quiet. Far off, she released a bone-chilling howl. The Daintree shook and shuddered as she took to the sky and flew away.


Bershad rolled down his sleeve. He felt hollow and dead inside.


“Kerrigan is due back from Dunfar tonight,” Ashlyn said, moving to a trunk in the corner and removing a yellow poncho, which she threw over her head and adjusted until it completely covered her left arm.


Early on, Ashlyn had tried explaining to the people of Deepdale that her abilities came from technology and magnetism, not sorcery. That little campaign hadn’t panned out, so she resigned herself to wearing the poncho in public.


It was easier to conceal something people feared than help them understand it.


“We’ll inventory her shipment, distribute everything to the army, and then we’ll see where things stand,” she continued. “We might be losing this war slowly, but so long as we have a steady stream of supplies, we have time.” She motioned to the materials strewn across the tables. “And time gives Jolan and me a chance to find a path forward.”
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