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			WELCOME TO 
THE IRON KINGDOMS

			The world you are about to enter is the Iron Kingdoms, a place where the power and presence of gods are beyond dispute, where mankind battles itself as well as all manner of fantastic races and exotic beasts, and where a blend of magic and technology called mechanika shape industry and warfare. Outside the Iron Kingdoms themselves—the human nations of the continent called Immoren—the vast and unexplored world of Caen extends to unknown reaches, firing the imaginations and ambitions of a new generation. 

			Strife frequently shakes these nations, and amid the battles of the region the most powerful weapon is the warjack, a steam-powered automaton that boasts great mobility, thick armor, and devastating weaponry. A warjack’s effectiveness is at its greatest when commanded by a warcaster, a powerful soldier-sorcerer who can forge a mental link with the great machine to magnify its abilities tremendously. Masters of both arcane and martial combat, these warcasters are often the deciding factor in war. 

			For the Iron Kingdoms, what is past is prologue. No event more clearly defines these nations than the extended dark age suffered under the oppression of the Orgoth, a brutal and merciless race from unexplored lands across the great western ocean known as the Meredius. For centuries these fearsome invaders enslaved the people of western Immoren, maintaining a vise-like grip until at last the people rose up in rebellion. This began a long and bloody process of battles and defeats. This rebellion would have been doomed to failure if a dark arrangement by the gods had not bestowed the Gift of Magic on the Immorese, unlocking previously undreamed-of powers. 

			Every effective weapon employed by the Rebellion against the Orgoth was a consequence of great minds putting arcane talents to work. Not only did sorcery allow evocations of fire, ice, and storm on the battlefield, but scholars combined scientific principles to blend technology with the arcane. Rapid advancements in alchemy gave rise to blasting powder and the invention of deadly firearms. Methods were developed to fuse arcane formulae into metal runeplates, creating augmented tools and weapons: the invention of mechanika. The culmination of these efforts was the invention of the first colossals, precursors to the modern warjack. These towering machines of war gave the Immorese a weapon the invaders could not counter. With the colossals the armies of the Rebellion drove the Orgoth from their fortresses and back to the sea.

			The people of the ravaged lands drew new borders, giving birth to the Iron Kingdoms: Cygnar, Khador, Llael, and Ord. It was not long before ancient rivalries ignited between these new nations. Warfare became a simple fact of life. Over the last four centuries periodic wars have been broken up by brief periods of tense but wary peace, with technology steadily advancing all the while. Alchemy and mechanika have simultaneously eased and complicated the lives of the people of the Iron Kingdoms while evolving the weapons employed by their armies in these days of industrial revolution. 

			The most long-standing and bitter enmity in the region is that between Cygnar in the south and Khador in the north. The Khadorans are a militant people occupying a harsh and unforgiving territory. The armies of Khador have periodically fought to reclaim lands their forebears had once seized through conquest. The two smaller kingdoms of Llael and Ord were forged from contested territories and so have often served as battlegrounds between the two stronger powers. The prosperous and populous southern nation of Cygnar has periodically allied with these nations in efforts to check Khador’s imperial aspirations.

			Just over a century ago, Cygnar endured a religious civil war that ultimately led to the founding of the Protectorate of Menoth. This nation, the newest of the Iron Kingdoms, stands as an unforgiving theocracy entirely devoted to Menoth, the ancient god credited with creating mankind.

			In the current era, war has ignited with particular ferocity. This began with the Khadoran invasion of Llael, which succeeded in toppling the smaller kingdom in 605 AR. The fall of Llael ignited an escalating conflict that has embroiled the region for the last three years. Only Ord has remained neutral in these wars, profiting by becoming a haven for mercenaries. The Protectorate has launched the Great Crusade to convert all of humanity to the worship of Menoth. With the other nations occupied with war, this crusade was able to make significant gains and seize territories in northeastern Llael.

			Other powers have been drawn into this strife, either swept up in events or taking advantage of them for their own purposes. The Scharde Islands west of Immoren are home to the Nightmare Empire of Cryx, which is ruled by the dragon Toruk and sends endless waves of undead and their necromantic masters to bolster its armies with the fallen of other nations. To the northeast the insular elven nation of Ios is host to a radical sect called the Retribution of Scyrah that is driven to hunt down human arcanists, whom they believe are anathema to their gods.

			The savage wilds within and beyond the Iron Kingdoms contain various factions fighting for their own agendas. From the frozen north a disembodied dragon called Everblight leads a legion of blight-empowered warlocks and draconic spawn. The proud, tribal race known as the trollkin work to unite their once-disparate people to defend their lands. Deep in the wilds of western Immoren, a secretive order of druids commands nature’s beasts to oppose Everblight and advance their own various plans. Far to the east across the Bloodstone Marches, the warrior nation of the Skorne Empire marches inexorably closer, bent on conquering their ancient enemies in Ios as a step toward greater dominion. Shadowy conspiracies have arisen from hidden strongholds to play their own part in unfolding events. These include the Convergence of Cyriss, an enigmatic machine-cult that worships a distant goddess of mathematics, as well as their bitter enemies the cephalyx, a race of extremely intelligent and sadistic slavers who surgically transform captives into mindless drudges. 

			The Iron Kingdoms is a setting whose inhabitants must rely on heroes with the courage to defend them using magic and steel, whether in the form of rune-laden firearms or steam-driven weapons of war. The factions of western Immoren are vulnerable to corruption from within and subject to political intrigue and power struggles. All the while, opportunistic mercenaries profit from conflict by selling their temporary allegiance for coin or other favors. It is a world of epic legends and endless sagas. 

			Enter the Iron Kingdoms, and discover a world like no other!
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			PART I: 
THE EXPEDITION

			Fall, 607 AR

			The surviving Cygnaran rangers ran through the darkness, crashing heedlessly through the thick underbrush. Though they were experts at negotiating the wilds, they were going too fast for caution now. Slowing for even a second meant certain death.

			Thorn bushes tore at her skin, but she was too afraid for the pain to register. Her face and arms were crisscrossed with deep scratches. Thankfully, she burst through the thick brush and into a rocky clearing. Once in the open, the ranger pushed on as fast as she could find footing on the treacherous ground. The muscles in her legs were on fire; her lungs burned from the exertion. 

			The things were right behind them.

			Most of their patrol was dead, picked off one by one. There were only three of them left, terrified, cut off, and lost in the deep woods. 

			Just ahead of her, Corporal Sutton tripped over a root and fell hard, rolling and crashing down on the rocks. He smashed into a boulder and screamed. Desperate, he scrambled back up but bellowed in pain and toppled over again. “My leg!” 

			Novak slid down toward her comrade. Already she could tell it was no mere twisted ankle. Even in the weak moonlight, she could make out a glistening red shard of bone sticking out of Sutton’s pant leg. It was a terrible break—a horrible wound even in a decent situation. A death sentence here. 

			Sergeant Rutherford had made the same assessment. “Leave him!” Their squad leader ran past her, jumping from rock to rock. Only the most experienced woodsman could move so quickly through such difficult terrain in such dim light and not break his neck. The sergeant stopped at the top of the next rise and shouted at her. “I said leave him. Come on, Novak!” 

			She followed because that’s what a soldier did when given an order, but then Novak froze, torn. She looked back at Sutton, who was desperately crawling across the broken ground. He was doomed. The things were too fast, too deadly. All the Cygnarans were probably going to die anyway, but trying to carry a wounded man meant none of them would escape. Sutton reached out one bloody hand toward her, begging. 

			“Help me, Arabella. Please.” 

			One of the pursuing creatures howled. The sound pierced the night and turned Novak’s blood to ice. It was less than a hundred yards behind them. A dozen other howls answered the first. 

			She turned and ran for her life. 

			Sergeant Rutherford was already heading down the mountainside, sliding wildly across loose shale. It was extremely steep, but with no other choice, Novak went after him. Rangers were physically fit, but her body had already been pushed far past exhaustion. They’d forded a stream earlier in the hopes that the water would mask their scent and shake their pursuers, but all it had done was soak their clothing. Now her boots were sodden, squishy, and heavy. It made descending such an unforgiving slope even more dangerous. 

			Behind her, there was a single gunshot as Sutton fired on the creatures. Then the screaming began as they fell upon him and ripped Sutton apart. Novak’s ears were filled with the horrible sounds of tearing flesh and snapping bones. 

			“Don’t think about it! Keep moving!” Rutherford ordered. 

			Novak’s rifle was slung over her shoulder so she could use both hands, and she grasped at rocks and branches, trying to slow her descent. She tried not to listen as Sutton’s screaming went on and on, but it was impossible to ignore. The trees were thicker here, and she lost sight of her sergeant in the darkness. It was too steep. She nearly managed to keep her footing as she descended far too fast, but as she crashed through some heavy brush, she struck a tree. Bark scraped against her face, one boot slipped on a smooth rock, and then she was tumbling down. 

			She rolled, rifle clanking around her, until she fell into a mud puddle with a splash. 

			Everything hurt, but she had no time to dwell on it. The things would be cresting the ridge, and from what Novak had witnessed earlier, they could see in the dark. She needed to find cover fast. Panting, crawling forward as quickly as she could on her battered hands and knees, she tried to get out of sight. There was a shallow ravine covered in soft dirt and pine needles, so she crawled inside, pulling her dark hood up to hide her face, and hunkered down, gasping for air. 

			After several seconds, the pounding of her heart had slowed enough that she didn’t think it was going to explode. She couldn’t see the only other surviving member of her patrol. 

			“Sergeant?” she whispered, but there was no answer. Rutherford had made it down without falling, but she couldn’t tell which way he’d gone.

			It took her a moment to realize that Sutton had finally fallen silent. His screaming was gone. Novak lay there, breathing hard, trying to orient herself. The trees were taller here; she realized she couldn’t see the moons. The shadows were too thick. She knew it was a good thing she’d stopped when she did because the ravine she’d crawled into terminated a few feet away. On the other side of that ledge was a steep drop into who knew what. She was desperate enough to go over, but she also knew she’d probably shatter a bone in the fall and then be devoured at the creatures’ leisure. 

			The wind rustled through the trees. There was a sound that might have been the brushing of fur against bark, but she couldn’t be sure. Then, twenty feet away, a branch snapped. Whatever made the noise froze, and the forest became too quiet. 

			There was nowhere left to run. 

			Slowly—oh so slowly—Novak tried to unsling her rifle without making any noise. Once the weapon was in front of her, she put her cloak over the military rifle’s receiver to muffle the sound of metal on metal, and levered the action open. Earlier, she’d plugged one of the creatures, dead center, but the thing had just shrugged it off and kept coming. Rangers were good shots, and her squad had surely scored more hits during the ambush, but she didn’t think their bullets had felled a single one of them.

			Fingers trembling, she got a new paper case into the rifle’s chamber, closed the action, and slowly pulled back the pin loop. The creatures had yanked out Yardley’s guts before tossing him off a cliff. They’d eaten parts off Blanchard while he was still alive—he’d kicked and thrashed and screamed as they’d torn off his limbs and stuffed them in their mouths. She could still hear the chewing and the crunching. If they found her, Novak wasn’t sure yet if she’d waste this bullet on them or use it on herself. 

			A nearby bush shook. She heard a new noise, barely audible over the thrumming pulse in her ears. Something was above her at the top of the ravine, and it was inhaling. Somehow she knew it could smell her fear. 

			“Caradoc.” 

			The creature above her lifted its head as if it had been summoned by that sound. From the shadow it cast, this was the biggest creature she’d seen so far. Yet the voice had come from across the forest, guttural and deep. More sounds followed, but Novak couldn’t make sense of any of them. At first she thought it was just hisses and growls, but then she realized they were actually words. 

			“Tehok Ivor,” the thing above her rasped as if it were issuing orders to the others. She slowly moved the muzzle of her rifle toward the creature and placed her finger on the trigger.

			Then came an angry shout fifty yards to the side. “Come on, you hairy bastards!” Sergeant Rutherford bellowed. He fired his military rifle, and one of the creatures let out a surprised yelp. 

			The thing above her snapped its head around and snarled. For just a moment Novak caught a glimpse of sharp white teeth, and then it was speeding off toward her poor doomed sergeant. 

			“If you can hear me, Novak, run! Run!” 

			She raised her head over the side just in time to see Rutherford struggling through the brush, only to be tackled and crushed beneath several hairy bodies. Claws flashed as they lit into him with unbelievable savagery.

			The leader of the beasts had spotted her. It turned back, growling. “Seeeeg-Naaaar.” Rows of razors appeared, a sick parody of a smile. 

			Novak leapt off the cliff. 
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			“Lieutenant Kelvan Cleasby, reporting as ordered,” the young soldier declared as he presented himself before Lord Professor Conrad Wynn. 

			The nobleman sat behind an old, cluttered desk that took up one corner of the old, cluttered office. From what Cleasby had seen so far, everything inside the Royal Cygnaran University seemed to fit that same description—old and cluttered—including the people. Despite that, Cleasby was excited. He loved this sort of thing. The smell of ink and paper—it smelled like knowledge. 

			The professor ignored Cleasby and kept writing. His ornate scholar’s robes were stained with wine spots and food bits. The professor was totally bald on top, and what hair remained on the sides of his head was trying to make up for it by being puffy and unkempt. His beard was grey, long, and sprinkled with crumbs. 

			Cleasby loudly cleared his throat. Perhaps the professor was deaf? Then he held out his new orders and waved them back and forth a bit, hoping to catch the other man’s attention. “I was told that you requested my presence. I’m the commanding officer of the 6th platoon, 47th Storm Knights.” 

			The professor didn’t bother to look up from his paperwork. He just kept scribbling rapid notes as he asked, “The 6th, was it? That’s the bunch known as Madigan’s Malcontents?” 

			“That’s correct, my lord.” 

			“Uh huh.” Scribble, scribble, scribble. 

			Cleasby stood there awkwardly as Baron Conrad Wynn, head of the archeology department of the Royal Cygnaran University, simply kept writing. Part of him had been hoping the professor would recognize his name from the application letters Cleasby had recently sent to the faculty, but since he didn’t, Cleasby decided to keep this professional rather than personal. Cleasby’s term of enlistment wasn’t up for a few more months, after which he’d be able to return to his scholarly career, but until then the army owned him. 

			The professor was a very important man in the capital city. The Wynns were an influential, wealthy, well-connected family. This Wynn in particular had been blessed with a brilliant scholarly mind, sufficient to become one of the most respected senior academics at Cygnar’s greatest university. Cleasby had been warned that the baron could be a bit eccentric, but Cleasby—an educated man himself—knew you had to grant allowances to truly brilliant minds when it came to matters of social niceties. His own lack of a filter between his mouth and his brain had gotten him into trouble a few times, so he tried to be forgiving.

			“Would you like to see my orders?” Cleasby stuck them out a little farther in the hopes they’d be noticed and accepted. Baron Wynn reached out without looking, but rather than take the paperwork, he took hold of a half-empty bottle of wine instead. He pulled the cork with his teeth, spit it out, and with a horrible slurping noise drank straight from the bottle. As the professor didn’t seem interested in looking at his orders, Cleasby returned them to the pocket of his blue uniform coat for safekeeping before continuing. “I was informed that one of my squads is to provide a military escort for one of your archeological expeditions.” 

			“And I was informed that Madigan’s Malcontents are the ones who saved Caspia from being blown up by a traitorous madman.” 

			It was nice to know that the professor was actually paying some attention, but the Cygnaran Reconnaissance Service had declared any information related to Culpin’s plot to destroy Caspia a state secret. “I’m afraid I don’t recall the event you speak of, your lordship.”

			“The CRS is slipping. It was in the broadsheets.” Baron Wynn put the wine bottle back in position where it strategically served as a paperweight before wiping his lips with the ornately embroidered sleeve of his robe. “You destroyed a city landmark.”

			“The Protectorate explosives did that,” Cleasby corrected him and then immediately regretted it. “Technically, we only set it on fire.” 

			“Technically? There’s a giant blasted hole down by the docks. They’ve still not filled it in. Did General Rebald really think no one would notice?” Wynn looked up for the first time, as if waiting for confirmation about the kingdom’s intelligence apparatus, but when Cleasby just stood there, noncommittal, the professor went back to his notes. 

			Cleasby glanced around the office. Baron Wynn was a respected historian, so as expected, his walls were covered in tacked-up maps of Immoren with boundaries both modern and ancient. There were rows of shelves filled with books and artifacts, and between the shelves were stacks of wooden boxes overflowing with assorted trinkets. It was really more of a haphazard storage area than a proper scholar’s office, but as a student of historical literature, Cleasby would have loved the time to browse in it. Sadly, before he could wander around to look at the interesting things, the professor suddenly started paying attention to his presence. 

			“My university works closely with the Strategic Academy, and in exchange, the army is happy to loan us troops when we need them.” Wynn finished scribbling a note and then paused to study the young lieutenant for a moment. 

			This wasn’t a superior officer, so he wasn’t required to stand at attention, yet Cleasby still made sure to use good posture. It always helped to make a good first impression. His dress blues were perfectly clean and pressed. Of course, his uniform was tidy because it had spent most of the last year packed in a trunk. His day-to-day outfit tended to be more practical, not to mention bullet resistant. Cleasby knew that in his dress uniform he didn’t look like much—just a thin, bookish type who appeared to be even younger than he actually was. Since he didn’t fit the dashing image of the modern Cygnaran soldier, most people mistook him for a clerk rather than heavy infantry. 

			Wynn scowled, then went back to his writing. “You don’t strike me as a war hero.” 

			“I never claimed to be one.” 

			Since he wanted to make a good impression on such an important person—and was hoping to get a junior faculty position at this university shortly—he’d even worn his Distinguished Service to the Crown medal. The army didn’t just hand those things out for nothing. Yet from the mixture of boredom and apathy on Baron Wynn’s face, apparently Cleasby’s attempt had failed. 

			“Regardless, my expedition requires you to provide for our safety. Some of the best minds in Cygnar will need protecting.” 

			“It is an honor,” Cleasby lied. The 6th had just been granted some much-needed leave after a season of strenuous campaigning, and he would have much rather gone on vacation. Luckily, most of his platoon would be able to stay in Caspia, and he could staff this temporary additional duty with a handful of volunteers. It wasn’t as good as leave, but it beat being sent back to the front. “My superiors have authorized the release of one squad to assist the university.” 

			“A squad… That’s, what, ten?”

			“Give or take.” In truth, he wanted to inconvenience as few of his hardworking soldiers as possible so the rest could spend some time with their families. The final number of soldiers would be whatever minimum Cleasby thought he could get away with. 

			“I suppose that will do, provided the rest cut a more intimidating figure than you do.” Wynn himself was pudgy, and he scratched one armpit absently as he mulled it over. “Should we be beset by bandits or wild beasts, I expect your soldiers to throw their bodies in front of any dangers we encounter. My archeologists are rare and valuable, but the kingdom has an overabundance of common soldiers.”

			Eccentric was one thing, but rude was another. 

			“Storm Knights are not common.” 

			“Are you correcting me, boy?” 

			Cleasby almost blurted out the first thought that came to mind, which included the phrase ignorant civilians, but no matter how insulting he might be, Wynn was not only a potential future employer and member of the nobility but a regular correspondent with the king. Cleasby forced himself to take a deep breath before continuing. “No, my lord. May I ask the nature of this expedition?” 

			“A find of potentially vital importance has been made in the hinterlands. Some gold miners found something fantastic.” He picked up a charcoal rubbing from the disorganized mess on his desk. “These are from the site and are of rare ancient languages far beyond the understanding of that Rathleagh fellow.”

			“Earl Rathleagh of Rimmocksdale?”

			“No, his dim-witted uncle, Casner of Ironhead. But it doesn’t matter. He is of no importance.” 

			The professor picked up a huge book that, when he opened it, raised a cloud of dust. He began flipping pages as he searched for something, ignoring Cleasby once again. The young officer felt a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. Baron Wynn seemed to be a terrible person to have to take orders from. This assignment wasn’t shaping up well at all. 

			“If you’ll pardon my interruption, your Lordship, my orders stated you’ll be traveling deep into the Wyrmwall Mountains. My squad is made up of heavy infantry armed with galvanic weaponry.”

			“Huh?” 

			“We’re Storm Knights. Our weapons shoot lightning.” 

			“I know what ‘galvanic’ means. I’m a professor!” he shouted, indignant. 

			“Of course, but perhaps heavily armored men throwing lightning bolts aren’t the best fit for your mission parameters in the wilds.” Every soldier thought his branch of the service was the finest, but at this point Cleasby was just hoping to get out of the assignment. “Maybe a squad of rangers or long gunners would be better suited to your needs.” 

			“No. They don’t have you as an officer. Your name was suggested.” 

			Maybe I should have waited until after my discharge to fill out that employment application. “By whom?” 

			The professor waved his hand dismissively. “One of my assistants. The taller one, I think. He said you used to be quite the student before you enlisted. The way he spoke so highly of you suggests you’re not as stupid as most men who have no better prospects than joining the army. I’m sure the majority of your soldiers will be dullards, but this way at least one of you will be literate, and I could always use an extra secretary.”

			Cleasby tried to keep his expression neutral. Insulting his troops was like insulting his mother. “On the contrary, I’ll have you know—” 

			“Ah ha!” The professor found what he was looking for in the book and copied something over to his list. “A rutting gorax disturbed my last dig site, but it says here that burrow-mawg urine acts as gorax repellent. Go get some.” 

			“Burrow-mawgs?” They were vicious, burrowing predators. Cleasby had never even seen one himself, but Corporal Pangborn had told him stories about unsuspecting farmers losing limbs by accidently disturbing the nasty things while they were nesting in irrigation ditches. 

			“Not the whole animals. I just need their urine. And it’ll need to be fresh, so you’ll have to collect it directly from their bladders. Two gallons should do.” 

			“That sounds like a lot.” 

			Then he shoved the piece of paper toward Cleasby. “Here.” 

			Cleasby took the note and studied it, perplexed; the professor had terrible handwriting. “This appears to be a shopping list.” 

			“Vital provisions you’ll need to procure for the comfort and wellbeing of my people. Now be gone. Our train leaves at dawn, and your men will need to carry my luggage. I will not be delayed by slothful soldiers too hung over to wake up on time. Scientific discovery does not wait for the lazy.” 

			Back when he was a staff officer, Cleasby would have simply done as he was told and gone shopping, but then he’d wound up in the 6th, where an officer who had not played well with others had mentored him. A bit of Sir Madigan had rubbed off on him, and Cleasby had had about enough of this nonsense. “I’m not your errand boy.” 

			“What?” Wynn exclaimed. 

			“Allow me to clarify a few things for you, professor. My men are not dullards nor are they servants. They are soldiers of Cygnar, and the only reason you still have this fine university is because we wouldn’t let the Protectorate burn it down. My platoon has been on continual combat deployment since the invasion ended, and while most of them are getting some well-deserved rest, one of my squads has been tasked with babysitting some academics. Your academics. We’re to keep you from being murdered on your little camping trip, but beyond that?” Cleasby tossed the shopping list back on Wynn’s desk. “You will receive from us only as much respect as you deign to give. If that is unacceptable, you will just have to tell my superiors you found the Malcontents unsuitable and request some other unit to protect you.”

			Wynn stared at his list in dismay. “But who will fetch my buckets of burrow-mawg urine?”

			“Send one of your assistants. May I suggest whichever one who recommended me for this assignment?” Too late, Cleasby realized that he’d just insulted one of the few people who could veto him getting a position at this university. He cursed himself for his inadvertent honesty, but the moment to reconsider had passed. Of course, there were other universities who might hire him, but they weren’t as prestigious as this one…or they were slowly decaying into the swamps of Corvis. 

			“You can’t talk to me like that. I have tenure. How dare…” The professor’s mask of outrage cracked and a smile crept from beneath. He began to chuckle. “I’m sorry, I can’t keep this up.” Wynn suddenly laughed until it turned into a wheeze. “Oh, you should see the indignant look on your face, lieutenant.” 

			 It seemed there were other people in the room, concealing themselves behind one of the bookshelves—Cleasby realized it when they began laughing as well. Had he just been the butt of a joke? “I don’t understand.” 

			“It really is hard to be so pretentious. Despite my reputation, I’m not that horrible.” The baron had to wipe one eye. “Hell, Cleasby, I don’t mock soldiers. Thirty years ago I was in the Royal Navy until I slipped off a mast and threw out my back. But where’s the fun in being nobility if you can’t pull a lieutenant’s leg once in a while?” 

			“One of my corporals is of noble birth. You have no idea,” Cleasby muttered, so annoyed that he could feel his face turning red. 

			“No offense intended. I had to test you. I can’t abide a yes-man.” Wynn leaned back in his chair and shouted toward the eavesdroppers. “Come out from there, you two. Lieutenant Cleasby, I believe you already know one of my assistants.”

			A man and a woman appeared from behind the shelves. She didn’t seem to find the situation funny, but the man seemed to think Cleasby’s discomfort was vastly amusing. It had been a long time, but Cleasby recognized the man’s face from his days at Corvis University. 

			“Pickett?” 

			“Cleasby, old friend,” the tall, broad-shouldered man answered as he came over to shake hands. Back at Corvis, Dalton Pickett had always been the confident, handsome, charming one of their group, popular with everyone but most notably the female portion of the student body. “The last time I saw you was that graduation party at Matilda’s Pub.” 

			“Considering how much you drank that night, I’m surprised you remember anything.” Cleasby grinned. This was unexpected. Pickett was from an upper-class family, and Cleasby had come from a working family, but after Cleasby had saved him from failing a few classes, they had become good friends. Pickett had taken Cleasby under his wing and had been almost like an older brother to him. 

			“The memories are rather fuzzy. I seem to recall you getting all fired up about something, giving an impassioned speech about knightly honor, and marching off to join the army.” 

			As Cleasby recalled, the thing he’d been “fired up” about had been that their nation had been invaded by skorne raiders, and he and his fellow students had been absolutely powerless to do anything about the barbarian raiders who’d marched right through Corvis. 

			“That was a long time ago.” 

			“The boys and I made a betting pool over how long you’d live,” Pickett said.

			“Did you win the pool?”

			“I’m the only one who picked a number greater than one month, so yes.” Pickett turned to the professor. “I told you Cleasby would do.” 

			“Blame Pickett here for the harassment. He begged me to do it.” The professor seemed to be enjoying himself. “When I asked your commanding officer this morning if I could borrow you, he warned me that King Leto himself once described you as a painfully honest man. I’m glad to see His Majesty’s assessment was correct.” 

			“Pickett was always good at amusing himself. Some things never change.” Cleasby was embarrassed but relieved. Being the victim of a prank was better than having to work for an obnoxious nobleman. The other assistant hadn’t spoken yet, but she was nervously jittering about, obviously eager to interrupt. She struck him as the impatient sort. Cleasby nodded politely at the woman. “Nice to meet you, Miss…?” 

			“Clemency Horner. Field archeologist.” She was several years older than he was, redheaded, freckled from the sun, stout of build, and nearly as tall as Pickett. While Pickett was dressed like an instructor, Horner’s rugged work clothes were patched, faded, and there was dirt beneath her fingernails. “Around here, we like to say that these two handle the books, and I handle the picks and shovels. I’ll be in charge of the laborers we hire in Ironhead Station. Your men will be watching out for mine.” 

			“Why, exactly?” Cleasby asked. The professor and Pickett exchanged grins of excitement. Wynn quickly handed him another piece of paper, this one covered in charcoal rubbings. Cleasby glanced at it. “I hope this isn’t another request to extract bodily fluids from savage animals.” 

			The professor shook his head. “These runes were taken from the ruins just discovered in the Wyrmwall. Do you recognize the language?”

			Back during the days he’d been hanging around Pickett, Cleasby’s area of expertise had been historical literature, a field of study that was entirely useless in his current duty of wrangling Storm Knights, but Cleasby seldom forgot anything. “This is ancient Molgur.” 

			“Very good. And these?” Wynn handed him another. 

			“Molgur. From the style, an extremely old variant,” Cleasby said without hesitation. 

			“One of the oldest on record,” Pickett said. “But what about the other language alongside of it?” 

			Truthfully, he had no clue, and because he wanted to secure a position here, he was hesitant to guess incorrectly. “I’m unfamiliar with it.” 

			Pickett looked a little smug—he obviously knew something Cleasby didn’t—but Horner came to Cleasby’s defense. “That’s not surprising. It’s an obscure alphabet, hypothesized to be a written version of the extinct language spoken by the precursors of the Clamorgan people.” 

			“We have samples of it from all across western Immoren, but no scholar has ever been able to translate it before,” the professor explained. “There are many ancient records in this language languishing in storage at various libraries, their contents a mystery.” 

			“Hmmm. From the format, these appear to be the same things, repeated.”

			“Correct.”

			“And that’s never happened before,” Cleasby said. “These are from the same site?” 

			“Indeed, lieutenant. They’re from the same stone. And from what I’ve been told, there are many more like this.” 

			“With parallel passages to Molgur, it would provide a key. You could finally translate all of those ancient records.” 

			“I told you he was clever, professor,” Pickett said.

			“Indeed, Lieutenant Cleasby, this is a potentially tremendous find that could revolutionize historical research. That’s why we’re throwing this expedition together in such a rush. The local baron there is an ambitious sort but… Well, I’ll deal with him in time. Politics are my problem, not yours. I intend to survey this site, and if it pans out, then we’ll fund a more permanent excavation.”

			Cleasby couldn’t help but grin. It was this sort of pursuit of new knowledge that had drawn him to an academic career in the first place. If it hadn’t been for the war, this would be exactly the sort of thing he’d be doing right now. This had just gone from being a terrible, boring assignment to an exciting one. 

			 “My associates get to be enthusiastic because I’m the one who has to handle our logistics,” Horner said as she walked to a nearby map. She pointed at a red pin that had been stuck to the southwest of Ironhead Station. “Our problem is the location. I’ve done digs from the Gnarls to the Bloodstone Marches, and I’ll tell you there are places within our borders that can be just as wild as anything in western Immoren.” 

			Cleasby checked the map. The pin was in the middle of Cygnar, far from any border. The biggest rail lines in the country ran right through it. The region was the source of most of Cygnar’s coal and iron and was an industrial powerhouse. “Ironhead Station is a big city. You wouldn’t expect an area so close to it to be very dangerous.” 

			“The ruins are in the wildest part of Mansgrave Province. They were only discovered because some miners were cutting a road. This is one of the most sparsely populated areas in the whole of Cygnar. The site is less than twenty miles off a Steelwater Rail Line, but that line passes through a whole lot of nothing first. The map doesn’t give you an idea of just how rugged these mountains are. This whole area here,” Horner moved her finger around the red pin, “has only a handful of tiny villages. The locals have constant problems with wild beasts.”

			“Though I asked for the army’s help, I believe Horner is overestimating the danger,” Wynn said as he came around the desk to join them at the map. “Frankly, I think this will be more of a grand adventure.” 

			“Mercenaries charge a premium for contracts in this area for a reason,” Horner countered; Cleasby could already tell she was the practical one among the scholars. “It isn’t unusual for hunters and travelers to disappear without a trace. The residents usually blame dire trolls.” 

			“Dire trolls?” the professor asked nervously. 

			“Big, angry fellows, about the size of a house, perpetually hungry. They eat livestock, people, each other, that sort of thing.” Horner nodded to confirm his fears. “Yes, they are every bit as nasty as you’ve heard.” 

			“Even if we did encounter one, a little old dire troll is nothing Storm Knights can’t handle,” Pickett declared. “Right, Cleasby?” 

			Cleasby gave his old college pal an incredulous look. Surely Pickett was being flippant about the danger posed by such things; he couldn’t be that naïve. If there was any possibility of a confrontation with a beast like that, Cleasby wanted to be ready. “You mentioned a mining road. Do you think we could get a team and a big wagon up there?” 

			“The mining company built the road sufficiently well to get laborjacks and wagons of ore down, so I don’t see why not,” Horner answered. 

			The orders he’d received hadn’t specifically said to leave their warjack in Caspia, and besides, it wasn’t like Headhunter cared about R&R. “If you’ll excuse me, your Lordship, I’ve got work to do if we’re to leave first thing in the morning.”

			Pickett slapped him on the back. “That’s the spirit, Cleasby.” 

			“Excellent, lieutenant.” The professor extended his hand and gave Cleasby a surprisingly firm handshake. “As you said, this is nothing more than a camping trip for academics. I expect we’ll have your men back in time for Giving Day.” 
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			Of course, he could have just ordered them to go, but Cleasby summoned his closest friends back to their barracks in the hopes of talking them into volunteering for Wynn’s expedition. Their base of operations was the same old barn they’d been shuffled off to during the lead up to the invasion of Sul, though now it was cleaner and in far better repair. The four of them were the surviving members of what Madigan had called the foundation of the 6th. They’d built this unit, saved each other’s lives, and been through hell together. They were his brothers. 

			“Are you daft, Cleasby? Has your brain gone soft?” 

			“Come on, Thorny, it’ll be fun.” 

			Corporal Gilford Thornbury was as cultured and confident as Cleasby was awkward and straight laced. And at this particular moment he was giving Cleasby a very dark look. “The last time you talked me into volunteering for something ‘fun,’ it didn’t end well.”

			“In my defense, I knew you were bored stuck in that camp, and it was supposed to have been a routine patrol.” 

			“Most people’s idea of routine doesn’t include huddling in a trench, being bombarded by artillery for two straight days,” the young aristocrat stated flatly. 

			Officially, Thorny was their standard bearer; unofficially, he was the Malcontents’ scrounger—the man who found them the things that needed finding and did the odd things that needed doing when the army’s supply chain let them down. Cleasby had to balance his by-the-book nature against the needs of his troops, so he’d learned never to ask too many questions about the things Thornbury did for the unit. 

			“Well, a respected nobleman asked the army for me by name, so I’m going regardless. It’s only a few days’ travel to Ironhead Station from Caspia—in the comfort of a railcar, I might add—and less than a week to do the survey. The weather in the Wyrmwall is even nice this time of year. So, I was hoping my friends would willingly support me in this endeavor.” 

			Thorny looked to the others for support. “I do believe our dear lieutenant still hasn’t learned the first lesson of the Cygnaran military.”

			“Never volunteer for nothing,” Corporal Nestor Pangborn answered. The big man sat on his bunk, sharpening a knife on a whetstone. Pangborn had been stuck in the 6th because of his predilection for getting into brawls. He looked like an ox, had the slow drawl of a Midlunder farmboy yokel, but had turned out to be a mechanical genius and now served as the platoon’s ’jack marshal. “Most of us learned that first week of basic training.” 

			“Yes, but Cleasby is what is known as ‘book smart.’ He’s not what you’d call ‘street smart.’”

			“Where I grew up didn’t have no streets, and I still figured that out quick enough,” Pangborn mused. 

			“That’s because you have common sense,” Thorny said, “a trait that can be found in great abundance among the Cygnaran people, from our nobility to our hard-working farm folk, hence the term ‘common.’ Yet common sense seems to be completely lacking in our fearless lieutenant, who, after spending months marching until the soles of his boots wore off, when offered a vacation, instead volunteered to march some more.” 

			“He sure must like marching,” Pangborn said. 

			Cleasby said, “There’s hardly any marching. We’ll be taking the train nearly all the way.” 

			“It’s the principle of the matter,” Thorny said. 

			“What do you think, Rains?” Cleasby looked to the last man for assistance. Sergeant Enoch Rains, one of his squad leaders, was sitting there, his darkly tanned face expressionless. As usual, he was the most difficult to read. He’d pulled up a stool, listened to the pitch, and watched the ensuing debate without comment. Of all the Malcontents, he was the most likely to be swayed by appeals to honor or duty, but he was also at times a gloomy, pessimistic type. Rains was a political refugee turned soldier and thus pragmatic and patriotic at the same time. 

			“I’m in.” 

			“Damn it, Rains!” Thorny exclaimed. “You’ve put a crack in our solidarity.” 

			“I’ve got nothing better to do here. If you’ve not noticed, I’m not the most popular man in Caspia. The last time most of these people saw an Idrian was when they invaded the place.” Rains had an obvious Idrian accent. “The minute I go anywhere in this city without my uniform on, I’ve got people muttering about Protectorate spies and trying to pick fights with me.”

			“Oh?” Pangborn perked up at the mention of fights. “Not a problem. I’ll go drinking with you. There’re a few pubs around the military district I’ve not been banned from yet.” 

			“If you’d quit breaking their furniture with the other patrons’ bodies, you wouldn’t get kicked out,” Cleasby said. 

			Pangborn shrugged. “I never start nothing, but I won’t abide loudmouths. They throw an insult, I throw a fist.” 

			“A fact the watch in every town the 6th has visited appreciates at this point. Thanks for the offer, my large friend, but I might as well be working.” Rains looked to Cleasby and gave him a slight nod before continuing. It was now two against two, but as the experienced NCO, Rains understood the character of every man in the 6th even better than Cleasby did. “Orders are orders, so someone has to go to the Wyrmwall. I’ve no one to visit. Better me than one of my soldiers who misses his children. Let those with families stay.”

			Thorny groaned as he looked between Rains and Pangborn. “Oh, now you’ve done it. You’ve gone and appealed to Pangborn’s big, soft heart.”

			The brute did have a surprisingly gentle side to him. “Hmmm... Hadn’t thought about folks seeing their kids.” Pangborn tested the edge of his freshly sharpened knife by shaving a patch of thick arm hair. Satisfied, he put the blade away. “Well, I got no kin around Caspia. I’d better go too, then.” 

			Rains gave Cleasby a knowing smile. Part of being a good leader was understanding what motivated any particular soldier. Pangborn was the only one who could reliably drive their homicidal warjack, so Cleasby was especially glad he was in. Headhunter barely tolerated Cleasby’s directions, and Cleasby had a sneaky suspicion that the only reason the warjack hadn’t squished him was because it would make Pangborn sad. 

			“Wipe that obnoxious told-you-so grin off your face, Cleasby,” Thorny said. “You’ve ruined all my plans.” 

			“Let me guess—you were going to use our leave time to set Pangborn up as a ringer in some underground fights, to sucker the gullible into giving up their money?” 

			“You make it sound so tawdry—but basically, yes. Pangborn is going to get into scrapes anyway; I might as well make some coin off of it.” 

			“True,” Pangborn agreed.

			“Come on, Thorny. You’re it. The miners have even built a stockade and a bunkhouse already, so it’ll have all the comforts of home.” 

			“You know how I feel about roughing it.” In fact, their nobleman had turned out to be as tough as any of them when it came to the inevitable mud-wallowing misery of campaigning, but unlike most of the 6th, Thornbury had actually experienced the finer things in life enough to know when he was missing them. Thorny made an exasperated groan as he rubbed his face in his hands. “Unlike these two, who don’t have a gold crown between them, I’ve got important things to do here in Caspia. Family business to conduct, investment meetings, maybe catch an opera, or attend a ball…” He sighed as he looked between his companions, mulling it over. “Oh, to hell with that. That all sounds incredibly boring anyway. Fine. I’ll go.” 

			Cleasby smiled. “All of you, my thanks. Pangborn, prep Headhunter for the trip.” 

			“Oh good. He’d be sad here with nothing to kill. Maybe in the mountains he’ll find something new for his trophy wall.” 

			Cleasby shuddered at the thought. Headhunter liked to keep the heads of his worthy adversaries, and he’d amassed a good collection since the 6th had rescued him from the scrap heap. Pangborn would only let him wear the most recent few on chains because otherwise they got in the way. The rest ended up bolted to the wall of their workshop. It had all been warjacks so far, but he was worried what Headhunter might find worth collecting in the wilds.

			Rains seemed amused at the idea of bringing their bloodthirsty warjack along. “I thought you said you weren’t expecting any trouble?” 

			“I’m not. I thought we could put Headhunter to work around the dig site like he was a laborjack.” All of them had a good laugh at the absurdity of Cleasby’s idea. “Thorny, you’re on equipment and supplies. We’ll requisition coal and wagons in Ironhead Station. As for weapons, we’ll be in rugged terrain so just glaives, maybe one thrower.”

			“You sure about that?” Thornbury asked.

			“Leave the rest of the equipment with Sergeant Compton; I’m giving him acting command while I’m gone. If the 6th gets called up for an emergency, they’ll need the gear more than we will. Rains, go find us some more men from the platoon to fill out a squad.” 

			“I can think of a few who’ve more than likely already blown all of their pay in the brothels and gambling dens by now. Saving the city only gets you so many free drinks, and Caspia is no fun when you’re broke.”

			“I’m capable of offering those men loans at extremely reasonable interest rates—” Thorny began.

			“No,” the other three said simultaneously. 

			“Do you want me to volunteer them your way or the Madigan way?” Rains asked Cleasby. 

			“What’s the Madigan way?”

			“Order them to go and then trick them into thinking it was their idea the whole time.” 

			“That works, too…” Cleasby thought about it for a moment, and out of curiosity had to ask, “What is it you consider my method to be?”

			“Ask nicely first and then do what Sir Madigan would have done anyway.” 

			Cleasby took that as a compliment. 
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			As their train pulled out of the city of Steelwater Flats, Baron Wynn joined Cleasby at the bank of thick glass windows on the second floor of the observation carriage. The last car of most Cygnaran passenger trains was given extra windows because it had the best view. The engineers at the front might have had a better look at things coming, but the observation carriage had the best view of things going. Besides, when you were thirty cars back, the sights were no longer obscured by coal smoke. 

			“Good afternoon, lieutenant.” 

			“Professor.” Cleasby gave him a respectful nod. He’d come to appreciate the man more now that he knew he wasn’t an insufferable ass. “How go your preparations?”

			“Splendidly.” Wynn seemed unaware his shaggy beard was infested with the remains of his lunch. For their journey, his scholarly robes had been replaced with rugged but terribly mismatched work clothes. His shirt had already picked up several new wine stains, and it was still early in the day. Genius apparently didn’t have time to worry about fashion or tidiness. “My team has already made some real progress with just these limited rubbings. I was told you helped.” 

			“It was nothing.” 

			The last few days of train ride from the capital city of Caspia to Steelwater Flats had given Cleasby a chance to meet every member of Professor Wynn’s expedition. They were a likable bunch. In truth, Cleasby had rather been enjoying himself. It wasn’t often that he got to speak with people who’d read the same books he had. Strangely enough, there weren’t very many fans of archaic historical literature in the 6th Platoon. 

			“You reasoned out the meaning of a block of text that had been giving my best linguist a headache for days.” 

			“Just a lucky guess.” 

			“Hardly. That was brilliant logical deduction. If you are going to make a name for yourself as a scholar, you’ll need to give up humility. You’re a remarkably observant man, Cleasby. If anything, Pickett understated your intelligence, and he flatly admits that, without your tutoring, he never would have made it through school.”

			“I think Pickett was more in love with the idea of being an adventurer than actual scholarship.” 

			“Of course. The boy idolized Pendrake, but the pursuit of knowledge requires both kinds. I’d hazard a guess that if you’d not caught the soldiering bug, you’d have a university position somewhere.” 

			“Perhaps when the kingdom no longer has use for me.”

			“Trust me, lad, that time comes eventually for all of us. You get crippled up, and they’ll drum you out the minute the ink on the orders is dry. I speak from experience. Plus, I saw your application. That’s the real reason I asked for you specifically. I like to know what manner of man is seeking a position in my department. Are you certain you wish to leave the service?”

			Cleasby knew he could always count on the foundation, a thought that made him feel a bit guilty right then. He’d not yet told his men that he had decided to get out of the army when his term was up in a few months. He wasn’t even sure why he was procrastinating telling them. Yet the professor’s question was still a difficult one. Spurred on by stories of knightly valor and shame at his own helplessness, he’d signed on that dotted line and become a soldier. He’d done everything the army had ever asked him to, from shuffling reams of paperwork for proper gentlemanly officers to helping the infamous Sir Madigan mold a gang of criminals into a real fighting unit. Then had come the Invasion of Sul, and he’d learned far more there than he ever had in any classroom. The war changed everything. When it was over, Madigan was dead, and Cleasby—who’d never thought of himself as a leader—had been doing his best to keep the Malcontents alive ever since. 

			“I am.” 

			“Do your men know?” 

			“Not yet.” Cleasby knew he was a glorified clerk, trying to fill the boots of one of the finest leaders the kingdom had ever known. The Malcontents deserved better. 

			The observation carriage was crowded, but that was understandable. The only person on the entire train with a better view was the guard on the roof. And he would be busy watching for anything big or dangerous that might blunder onto the tracks and cause him to sound an alarm. 

			So, the two of them settled in to watch the city for a time as the other passengers had their own conversations or pointed out sights. Steelwater Flats was the single most industrialized city in the entire kingdom. It made the Smoke District of Caspia look small by comparison. There were factories as far as the eye could see. Hundreds of tall smokestacks belched black into the hazy, grey air. 

			“Look at that sky, Cleasby. It is so gloomy.”

			“I’m from Corvis. If summer falls on a weekend, we throw a picnic.” 

			“Fog and rain are one thing, but willfully coating the world in soot is something entirely different. If that’s what the future looks like, it’s no wonder I prefer to live in the past.”

			Cleasby studied the professor. The man normally put on an act of nonchalance, and it was easy to underestimate him because he appeared to be such a disheveled mess, but his mind was sharp as a tack. “You sound troubled, your Lordship.” 

			“Cygnar strikes a precarious balance between tradition and modernity. Sometimes I fear that in our headlong rush toward progress, we lose sight of where we came from. I believe we have to protect the things that make us who we are. That’s why I became a historian.” 

			“I suppose you could say the same thing as to why I became a soldier,” Cleasby said. 

			“Indeed.” Wynn grew somber. “In a few days, I’ll have to deal with someone who sees things very differently than I do, someone who will carelessly step on the remains of the past if he thinks it’ll make him that much taller. He is the reason I needed to speak with you. The man responsible for this discovery is Baron Casner Rathleagh. He will be meeting us in Ironhead Station.”

			“The dim-witted uncle. But he is a man of some importance, I assume.” 

			“In Mansgrave Province, yes. In Caspia, he’s nobody, only he doesn’t have the grace to realize it. He’s a member of the Fraternal Order of Wizardry—in fact, he’s the highest-ranking member in the region, for what little that’s worth.”

			Even though the powerful organization had lodges in every major city across Cygnar, Cleasby hadn’t had many dealings with the Fraternal Order of Wizardry. His knowledge of the arcane was rather limited. “Is there a problem?” 

			“Rathleagh’s an insufferable, malignant narcissist with an obnoxious thirst for relevance. He is fundamentally dishonest and thoroughly ambitious. It is with great sadness I discovered he’s the man responsible for this discovery. He thinks of himself as a historian, but it embarrasses me to the core of my being that he has taken my great passion and turned it into his casual hobby.”

			“Ah.” Cleasby was a lowly lieutenant, so he tried very hard to stay out of squabbles like this. And this sounded like a deep and severe rivalry between an established professor and a high-ranking occultist—which was very far above his pay grade. “I’m sorry to hear that.” 

			“You should be. I seek to learn more about the ancients so I can share their knowledge with others. Men like Rathleagh seek the same thing but for personal gain. The reason these miners reported their find was because Rathleagh posted a reward for anyone in his province who found ruins or artifacts. He’s always searching for arcane secrets, and he doesn’t particularly care if they might be of the forbidden or dangerous kind.” 

			“That sounds like a matter for the Order of Illumination.” And Cleasby didn’t suggest bringing in witch hunters lightly. 

			“Though I guarantee he’s gone right up to the borders and danced on them, Rathleagh is far too clever to get caught crossing any lines set by the Church of Morrow. No, if there were something magical at this site, Rathleagh would have never asked for the university’s help. The only reason he would send us those rubbings was because he’s hoping we can find clues that will lead him to other dig sites. The man doesn’t care about the pursuit of knowledge; he only cares about the accumulation of power. I suspect if something valuable were found at the site, he might even be willing to stoop to criminal means to get it for himself.”

			“Are you telling me this because you needed someone to vent your frustrations to?” This was an uncomfortable topic, and Cleasby had to tread very carefully. “Or are you officially warning your military escort that Baron Rathleagh may pose a threat to the expedition?”

			“We’ll just have to find out together, won’t we?” The professor gave him a sad smile. “Now you are informed, and you’ll just have to use your discretion.”

			Cleasby nodded slowly. The last time he’d used his discretion, he’d violated several orders, broken his superior out of the brig, and embarked on a suicide mission that had resulted in the destruction of one of Caspia’s greatest landmarks. “I will do my best.” 

			The two of them continued to watch as Steelwater Flats slowly scrolled past their windows. All of the colors ranged between iron grey and rust red. Even the trees were grey. Most of the other passengers in the observation carriage were dressed like workmen, and they seemed eager to get out of town. If they lived here, it had probably been a while since they’d seen something green. 

			“By the way,” the professor said after a time, “I’ve been getting to know your squad. A good lot. Your big, blond farmer insists on sleeping in the freight car with his ’jack, so I haven’t spoken to him much yet, but the rest strike me as solid.”

			“Missing Pangborn isn’t a bad thing. He’s tough as an ogrun and far smarter than he looks, but he doesn’t take well to teasing. I assume you didn’t try to play any pranks on my men like you did with me?” 

			“Oh, no. I only did that because you struck me as a good-natured sort, slow to violence. A few of them look like the stab-first-and-ask-questions-later types.” 

			True. Most of the men Rains had wrangled into this endeavor were plank owners—founding members—of the 6th, and originally no one wound up in the 6th without some sort of black mark on their record. “They may be rough around the edges at times, but the kingdom has never produced braver men.”

			“I have no doubt. Also, your sergeant warned me not to joke at their expense because a couple of them are quick to take offense. Don’t worry, he was subtle and polite about it, only mentioning something about the potential of my scholars being tossed from a moving train, but the message was received. About that man—Rains, I believe is his name—I’m curious. His accent suggests he’s from the Protectorate. He’s Idrian?”

			“Will that be an issue?”

			“Not at all. I’ve traveled the world, and despite the recent unpleasantness with the Protectorate, I’ve found the Idrian tribes to be stalwart. But I am curious—I’ve noticed he carries a shield bearing the Radiance of Morrow on it? That is unusual for an Idrian to follow a god other than Menoth.” 

			“I don’t know if Rains worships any gods at all now, but the shield was a gift from a friend.” The thought of Aiden Wilkins ending up on a Menite wrack always made Cleasby melancholy. Rains had never been the same since their devout Morrowan had sacrificed his life to save their apostate Menite. “Don’t worry about Rains. He’s my best soldier. I’ve trusted him with my life and wouldn’t hesitate to do so again.”

			“Very well, lieutenant. I trust your judgment. It seems your squad is made up of men of integrity… Mostly.”

			“So, that means you met Thornbury. I’m assuming he tried to swindle you somehow?” 

			Wynn chuckled. “He wouldn’t dare. Should young Thornbury live long enough to take over his father’s holdings, he’d still be far beneath my station. But even if he tried, luckily for me I learned from an early age never to trust nobles from Mercir—a bunch of con artists, pirates, and blackmailers masquerading as legitimate businessmen, the lot of them. It just goes to show if you get rich enough, the kingdom will give lands and a title to anyone. The lad can’t help it. Trickery is in his blood.” 

			“You might be surprised, but Thornbury is actually an extremely honorable man in his own way.” 

			“I’ll take your word for it; however, if you get a chance, warn him away from seducing my prettier students. I’m not responsible for any duels that may occur with offended family members when we get back to Caspia. Oh, and he cheats at cards, too, so as a show of good faith, it would be really nice if he’d give my assistant his pocket watch back. Pickett’s grandfather gave that to him.”

			“I’ll take care of it,” Cleasby assured the professor, though the petty part of him was secretly glad to see Pickett lose at something for once. “Anything else you want to warn me about?” 

			“Are greedy barons not enough? No. That’ll be all for today, lieutenant. Enjoy the remainder of our train ride. It should be nothing but beautiful mountain vistas from here to the tunnels into Ironhead Station. If you’ll excuse me, I have much work to do.” Wynn began walking away but turned back for a moment. “And thanks again for your help with deciphering those symbols. They helped unlock that whole passage.” 

			Cleasby didn’t known they’d made that much of a breakthrough. Curious, he called after the professor. “So, what did it say?” 

			“Our dig site was once a place of profound religious significance. One of the rubbings shows a symbolic ritual, where the tribesmen would wear the skins of animals to claim their savage traits. The Molgur knew the place as hora ze viti vulku.”

			It took Cleasby a moment to decipher the ancient words. 

			The mountain where wolves howl. 
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			The men of the 6th had gathered in one car to prepare their gear and receive their final instructions. They would be debarking soon. When he arrived, Cleasby was pleased to see the squad seemed to be in good spirits. He returned the casual greetings as he passed down the aisle. Most of the men Rains had volunteered had been with the 6th since its formation—Corporal Allsop and Private Langston had even been there for the battle at the Great Public Works of Caspia. Privates Bevy and Hellogand had been transferred back to the Malcontents after the invasion ended, and Private Younger was a recent replacement. None of them had family in the area or a compelling reason to stick around Caspia after they’d blown through their pay. 

			Cleasby picked an open seat. Pangborn was taking up most of that particular bench, but it wasn’t as if Cleasby required much space. He’d gotten so used to constantly wearing his armor that it was easy to forget he was a thin man without it. “Good afternoon, corporal,” he said as he sat down. 

			“Look at that.” Pangborn was too enthralled to turn away from the window. “Ain’t that something,” he said as the train entered the final tunnel into Ironhead Station and blue sky was replaced with grey rock. 

			“It is a fascinating place,” Cleasby said as the impenetrable mountainside flashed by only a foot from the glass. The view had been like that off and on all day as they’d passed through the seemingly endless series of tunnels cutting through this region. “There’s sixty miles of track around Ironhead Station, but only fifteen of them are above ground.” 

			“They’re always digging more here. I wonder: how do the rail workers not get squished when a train goes by?” 

			“They have alcoves, big enough for even a laborjack to take cover in, dug every so often.” Cleasby only knew this because he’d found one of the train engineers’ safety manuals during his explorations and had been bored enough to read it. “When they hear a train coming, they retreat to the nearest alcoves for safety.” 

			“It ain’t right for men to live down here. I can’t imagine never feeling the sun on my face.” 

			“People are remarkably adaptable, so I suppose it is the same as living anywhere else,” Cleasby assured him, though he did have to admit to experiencing an involuntary shudder as the passenger car plunged into total darkness. There was something unnerving about being under a mountain. “The dwarves have been living beneath the ground here comfortably for a long time.” 

			“Yeah, but Rhulfolk are short. They’re supposed to like tunnels. If I lived in a tunnel I imagine I’d hit my head a lot.” 

			Cleasby breathed a sigh of relief when the train’s gas lamps activated and provided some proper illumination again. He wiped a bit of sweat from his brow with a handkerchief and then hid it before Pangborn turned away from the window. It wouldn’t do to let the men see that a little thing like being beneath millions of tons of rock—precariously poised to obliterate them at the smallest earthquake—made their commanding officer nervous. 

			“Ironhead Station isn’t all tunnels, you know. The main cavern is an engineering marvel of mobile catwalks and interconnected structures. The lines that feed into Ironhead’s central rail hub were the greatest excavation project in the history of the kingdom. They’ve built a thriving community down here.”

			“You’ve been to Ironhead Station before, lieutenant?” Rains asked as he sat down across the aisle. 

			“No. I read about it in a book.” 

			“You’ll note that’s Cleasby’s response to most questions about places and things,” Thornbury said as he joined them. “No, I’ve not done or been anywhere, but I read about it in a travelogue once.” 

			Cleasby shrugged. “It is said that most live but one life, but someone who reads experiences the lives of thousands.” 

			“Eh, if I wanted travel and experiences, I’d join the army or something… Oh, wait… Never mind.” Thorny handed him a clipboard. “I finished inventorying the equipment like you ordered.” 

			Cleasby took it and gave the paperwork a cursory once-over. He wasn’t particularly concerned with who was carrying what issued equipment, but giving Thorny busywork kept him from conning or otherwise harassing the expedition members. “Did you give Pickett his watch back?” 

			“Of course I did. And a valuable lesson was learned by all; however, if your old chum truly loved his late grandfather so much, he wouldn’t be so quick to wager family heirlooms in games of chance.” 

			“As if there’s ever ‘chance’ involved if you’re playing.” If there were a way to rig a game, Thorny would find it, though Thorny wasn’t the only one who liked to stack the odds. “When we get off in Ironhead, I want it to look like we mean serious business. Rains, have the men kitted up when we arrive. I want full gear. Do everything but charge the glaives.” Powering up their galvanic weaponry was intimidating but unnecessary, not to mention dangerous and a bit of a fire hazard in town. “I want the locals to see that we’re ready for trouble.” 

			 Rains gave him a quizzical look—clanking about a friendly town in full storm armor was a pain—but he didn’t question the order. “You say so, sir. They’ll be ready.”

			“It’s just for show. Wynn doesn’t like the local baron, a man named Rathleagh. Apparently the feeling is mutual. He suggested to me that Rathleagh may be of questionable moral character, perhaps even enough to meddle with the expedition’s good fortune.”

			“As a fellow member of the aristocracy, I find such behavior appalling,” Thorny said with mock indignation. “When a nobleman intends to screw over his opposition, no one should see it coming. Small-town amateurs.” 

			“If there’s the potential for trouble, I can put a few men on the professor at all times,” Rains offered. “I’ll see to his safety personally.” 

			There had only ever been two men in the 6th better with a blade than Enoch Rains, and they had been the mysterious Acosta and Sir Madigan himself. Cleasby himself was a proficient duelist—having been fascinated by tales of knightly valor, he’d scrimped and saved until he could hire an instructor in Corvis—but Rains had the natural talent to fight circles around him. 

			“The professor is in good hands then. I’d like for the local baron to see that the army fully supports the university in this endeavor.”

			“Nothing conveys moral support better than a few big blue-armored fellows with lightning swords standing behind you,” Thorny agreed. “If you’re concerned about it, would you like me to ask around about this Baron Rathleagh while we’re in town?”

			“Do whatever it is you do, but don’t stir up any trouble. This is probably nothing to be concerned about, but better safe than sorry.” 

			The noise level suddenly increased as the door to the next car slid open and a uniformed conductor entered. He checked his pocket watch. “Twenty minutes to Ironhead,” he called out as he moved effortlessly down the aisle despite the swaying. They were currently on the second floor of the massive train, so the man had a long walk back to the observation carriage before returning with the same message through the lower floors of the few double-decker passenger cars. It was apparent the conductor didn’t like having to step over all of the Storm Knights’ weaponry that was cluttering up this particular portion of his train, but he had the good sense not to complain about it to their faces. “Twenty minutes!” 

			Rains waited for the conductor to leave. Once the door to the next car was closed, there was considerably less noise, which worked out well—Rains wasn’t the type of leader who liked to raise his voice unnecessarily. 

			“You heard him, Malcontents. Time to look presentable.” 
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			As Cleasby stepped off the train and onto the raised metal platform, he realized that though the written description had been totally accurate, Ironhead Station was far more impressive in real life. His mouth hung open in wonderment as he took in the vast space. When the other Malcontents joined him on the platform, Cleasby reminded himself to close his jaw so he wouldn’t look like an ignorant tourist.

			Rains whistled. “That’s one damned big cave.” 

			For being underground, the place was remarkably well lit. Gas lamps burned everywhere, and the lights went on for a very long way. The floor of the central cavern was big enough to fit the entire train station with room to spare, but no space, whether it was horizontal or vertical, had been wasted. Buildings rose all around them, hugging the rock walls, growing along the ledges and ridges and even dangling from the ceiling. If a structure could be stuck to it, the people here had built one. From the train platform he could see a maze of roads, most barely wide enough for a pair of wagons to pass each other. Above them, a multitude of catwalks and bridges crisscrossed the space. 

			The paths through the city were crowded with bustling masses of people, and all of them seemed to be in a rush. Smoking laborjacks trudged across the train yard, loading and offloading cargo, while dozens of workers pushed carts of ore or merchandise. Stalls were set up anywhere there was an open spot, and merchants loudly hawked their wares. The busy crowds were mostly made up of humans, but there was a surprisingly large number of Rhulfolk, far more than Cleasby had ever seen before, and there was no shortage of gigantic trollkin and ogrun towering above the others. The main thing all the residents had in common was that they were far too busy to pay any attention to one squad of Storm Knights. 

			“I do believe we got dressed up for nothing,” Cleasby shouted to be heard over the noise. 

			And Ironhead Station was very noisy. Merchants were competing for attention by trying to outshout the others. Supervisors were bellowing at their workers. Marshals were yelling at their laborjacks. Yet the entire racket was drowned out by the even greater sounds of continually chugging engines and piercing steam whistles. There was a rhythmic whump whump noise coming from above, and Cleasby looked up to see that particular noise came from several huge fan blades mounted in the ceiling; they circulated the cavern’s air and kept everyone from choking on all the coal smoke. Below them was a constant low-level mechanical rumble that could be felt through the soles of their insulated armored boots—a combination of train cars rolling and factory machines churning. 

			“Morrow preserve us, I thought Caspia was bad.” Pangborn’s visor was open, so Cleasby could see that his eyes were darting about nervously. 

			“Caspia is home to a hundred times more people.” 

			“Yeah, but they ain’t all in one room.” Pangborn had begun sweating. The big man was a first-rate soldier who could go through battle without flinching, but put him in a big city crowd, and his nerves immediately began to fray. 

			“You’re certainly not on the farm anymore.” Then Cleasby recalled that Pangborn’s usual answer to stress was to get into fights with random bystanders. Give him another minute of this, and he’d probably decide that one of those big blue, 400-pound trollkin was looking at him funny. It was probably best to get Pangborn away from the chaos as quickly as possible. “Go supervise the unloading of Headhunter.”

			“Thank you, sir!” Pangborn retreated back onto the relative quiet of the train. 

			Farther down the platform, the expedition members were unloading their baggage and tools. Professor Wynn approached. He’d gone low-key, dressed for a dig rather than in his finery, but he grinned when he saw all the blue-and-gold armor. “Why, lieutenant, you appear to be ready for diplomacy.” 

			“Good afternoon, your Lordship. If it would suit you, my squad would like to provide an honor guard as you go about your business today.”

			“I do need to pay a courtesy visit to Baron Rathleagh. Despite what I said to you earlier, I think this might be a bit of overkill.” 

			Cleasby had learned how to be a soldier from Sir Hugh Madigan. “The Malcontents have no concept of the term ‘overkill,’ your Lordship.” 

			That seemed to please the professor. “Two of you should be more than sufficient to make a point.” 

			“Very good. Rains, you’re with me. Thornbury will secure lodgings for the night. The rest of you help unload the gear and keep an eye on the expedition.” There were some groans and murmured complaints at that. No proper soldier wanted to get stuck with manual labor or guard duty while there were perfectly good pubs right there. 

			Apparently such grumbling had been normal back during Baron Wynn’s time in the service as well, because he told Cleasby, “My business with the baron shouldn’t take long. As long as they’re able to march in the morning, I don’t care what your men do tonight.” 

			“You heard the man. If the wagons are packed and ready by the time I get back, you can have liberty for the night.” The men seemed to like that. “Provided you’re on your best behavior.” 

			He pointed at Private Langston as he said that last part, because the man still had a tendency to drink too much and say stupid things to the wrong people. “I’m not bailing anyone out of jail in this town. Now get to work.” 

			The men saluted. Despite all they’d been through together, it still surprised Cleasby that Madigan’s gang of killers and ruffians actually respected him enough to do as he said. 

			Dalton Pickett joined the professor. He was wearing an armored great coat and had both a sword and a repeating pistol on his belt. It was as if Pickett were trying to dress like his idea of an accomplished adventurer, but Cleasby noted that the coat was spotless and the repeater and sword were brand new. The look might not impress a veteran soldier, but the ladies would love it, and he supposed for Pickett, that was the important thing. 

			“I’ve been to Ironhead before. I’ll show you the way to the baron’s offices,” Pickett suggested. 

			The four of them made their way through the mob. It only took a few blocks for Cleasby to learn a few things. First, the streets of Ironhead Station were a maze, and without a guide, he would’ve become hopelessly lost. Second, Rhulfolk had a lower center of gravity and walked with speed and determination. They were polite, but when you got in the way of a bunch of hurrying dwarves it was like being caught up in a stampede. Rains got in front, because his gigantic Precursor shield served a similar function in a thick crowd as the cattle guard on their train engine did. 

			Pickett took them up stairs, across bridges, through tunnels, and onto a swaying metal platform suspended by chains, where an engine hoisted them up diagonally across several levels. Cleasby—as a perpetually inquisitive sort—found that contraption enthralling. Looking over the railing, he realized it was a long way down to the cavern floor. The fall would be sufficient to kill them instantly. 

			“Fascinating,” he said. “I wonder what happens if a chain snaps? Would we fall all the way or is there a safety mechanism to stop us? What happens if the engine stops? Would we be trapped here and have to climb down with ropes?” 

			Pickett shrugged. Wynn had no answer but seemed to be enjoying the ride as well. Rains looked like he would have preferred staying on the train with Pangborn. 

			 The moving platform came to a shuddering halt at a ledge carved from the native stone. As fun as the ride had been, it felt good to have solid rock beneath his boots again. The banner of Mansgrave Province hung above them, and a giant Cygnus had been carved into the floor. “This section is reserved for local government offices,” Pickett explained as he lifted the safety gate. “The baron’s office should be somewhere over there.” 

			“I believe someone saw us coming and told Rathleagh.” Baron Wynn nodded in the direction of the main hall. A group of men was rapidly approaching, walking in such an all-fired hurry that the short-legged ones were forced to jog to keep up. Their vests and jackets were decorated with blue sashes and medals, suggesting that they were local officials. “Drat. I was hoping to drop in unannounced, ruin the baron’s day, and get out before incurring any pomp and puffery. Now I’m afraid you lads will have to listen to blathering politicians talking about how wonderful I am.” He stepped forward, ready to be greeted.

			Except Baron Wynn had misjudged their intentions, and the group rushed right past him without slowing. At this point there should have been bowing and polite handshakes, but instead they approached Cleasby and Rains. The high-ranking Wynn gave the officials an incredulous look as they rudely shoved him out of the way to get to the soldiers. 

			“Storm Knights!” The official with the most badges pinned on him was a fat, ruddy-faced man. “Have you come for the execution?” 

			“Excuse me?” Cleasby asked.

			“Forgive us—” The lead official looked for the rank stenciled on Cleasby’s shoulder plate. “—lieutenant. We didn’t know if the military would be sending any official representatives for the execution. Our local garrison didn’t care and had no claim to the murderer. We sent a message to the Storm Division in Caspia to tell them that we’d arrested one of their deserters, but we hadn’t had any reply until now. I certainly hope you don’t want to claim him, because we’ve already scheduled the execution for tomorrow morning.”

			“A hanging,” chimed in one of the other functionaries. 

			 “Yes, a hanging, as befits a lowlife murderer who’d go about cutting down one of our upstanding citizens in the street. We’ve already scheduled the gallows and printed the announcements. So, as you can see, we’d prefer it if you didn’t take the prisoner back to Caspia. A hanging always draws a crowd.” 

			“He’s a deserter, so you’d just hang him in Caspia. Might as well hang him here,” added a different official.

			“Yes, a hanging is a hanging,” agreed the first official. “Unless, of course, you’d like to publically flog the criminal first?” 

			Rains looked to Cleasby. Apparently his sergeant was as clueless about this as he was. The 6th was full of men with a tendency to get in trouble with the law, but they’d just arrived here. Cleasby addressed the officials as politely as possible. “My apologies, good sirs, but I have no idea who or what you’re talking about. I’m curious to know the identity of this criminal, but right now we’re here to escort his Lordship Baron Conrad Wynn of Caspia on a mission of some importance for the Royal Cygnaran University.”

			The herd of bureaucrats slowly turned to look at the slovenly, bearded man they’d disdainfully passed by earlier. 

			“Ahem.” Wynn gave them a very gruff nod. “That would be me.” 

			Then the bowing and scraping began. Cleasby watched the spectacle, amused, as the officials tripped over themselves to try and apologize to the nobleman. Pickett, too, chuckled at their misfortune. “It’s remarkable how much more respect one gets once they realize you routinely rub elbows with royalty.” 

			“Military life is much simpler. Everyone wears their rank on their sleeve,” Cleasby responded. In truth, that didn’t really make too much difference for him. His parents had raised him to treat everyone with respect, whether they ruled a kingdom or shined your boots; there was seldom any reason to be impolite. 

			“Mistakes such as that are difficult to make where I’m from,” Rains said as he watched the spectacle. As a group, they were moving into the hall. “High-ranking Protectorate officials are difficult to miss.” 

			“Gilded everything?” 

			“That, and terrifying masks and flames.” 

			The professor must have had enough because he finally roared, “I’m here to see Baron Rathleagh! Someone fetch him so I can be about my business.” A couple of the functionaries fled immediately, but the rest kept apologizing. 

			As interesting as this was, Cleasby was more curious about the pending execution. He tapped one of the younger officials on the shoulder—and it was difficult to ignore tapping when it came from an armored gauntlet. He took the man aside while the rest sucked up to the professor. 

			“Pardon me, but this prisoner you mentioned. May I assume it’s a Storm Knight you have in custody?” 

			“Correct, sir. He entered into an illegal duel with one of our most respected citizens and cut him down in the street. He’s in our jail, but he’s been most uncooperative.”

			It wasn’t one of Cleasby’s men, and it wasn’t his job to meddle in local law enforcement, but if the prisoner was a Storm Knight, he could at least find out which unit he belonged to so it could be reported up the chain of command. “How do—”

			“Good day to you, Baron Rathleagh!” the professor shouted. 

			More people had arrived in the hall, and the man in the lead was as tall and thin as the professor was short and pudgy. He had long black hair hanging from beneath his blue top hat and a narrow black mustache waxed into a curl. The baron stopped and leaned on a silver cane as he studied his new visitors. “Always a pleasure to see you again, your Lordship,” he said to Wynn, but based on the expression on Rathleagh’s narrow face, it was anything but. “What brings such an august visitor to my humble city?” 

			The professor got right down to business. “Greetings, Rathleagh. I’ve come to see the Molgur ruins in the mountains. On behalf of the Royal Cygnaran University, the kingdom thanks you for this remarkable discovery.”

			“Yes. We did have a find recently. I was unaware that news traveled so quickly to the capital. You needn’t have come all this way.” 

			“Modern travel is certainly a marvel of convenience, so I’ve come to personally supervise the survey. I’ll be taking over now.” 

			The hall was extremely quiet as Baron Rathleagh stared at Baron Wynn. It was obvious that Rathleagh was completely taken by surprise. “I believe there has been some misunderstanding. This is a local matter, of no concern to the university.”

			“The rubbings you sent me suggest otherwise.”

			“I sent nothing to Caspia.” 

			“Oh well. Someone who works for you did. Good thing, too. The fact you don’t realize just how vitally important this place might be indicates that I made the right decision to take it over. I mean no insult, baron. It was a mistake that any amateur hobbyist might make, but this project requires an expert’s touch.” 

			Cleasby had always been impressed with how thoroughly insulting nobles could be, even while sounding perfectly polite. 

			Rathleagh’s cheeks had turned red. “I see…” he trailed off, looking as if he wanted to say more, but there was no point in having a heated exchange in front of a room full of witnesses. They were of equivalent rank, but Wynn had far more clout in the capital. It was a battle Rathleagh could only win temporarily, at best. 

			To further rub it in, Baron Wynn added, “My good friend Archduke Galten Sparholm sends his regards. He is a major patron of the university. I’ll be sure to mention your assistance the next time we dine together.” 

			Rathleagh noticed the Storm Knights for the first time. “They are with you?”

			“That is correct. The army has pledged its full support to the university for this project. This is Lieutenant Cleasby. His platoon will be guarding the site for the time being.” As a former military man, the professor surely knew the difference between a platoon and a single squad, so Cleasby could only assume that Wynn was lying for effect. 

			“I assure you,” Rathleagh said, “such precautions are unnecessary. My men can provide sufficient security for us. In fact, I hired a group of mercenaries to protect the workers I left there. I will be happy to return to the site with you and—” 

			“That won’t be necessary, and there is no us.” Wynn certainly had a malicious streak. Over the last few days, Cleasby had begun to think of him mostly as a kindly academic, so it was interesting to see the cunning nobleman come to the surface. “I’d hate to pull you away from your vital duties. If I require anything, I’ll summon you. Otherwise, these ruins are no longer any concern of yours.”

			“But this is my discovery. I can be of great help. My vast arcane knowledge—”

			“Your arcane knowledge will have to get by without you looting any new magical trinkets for the time being. If I wanted to clumsily smash open ancient antiquities with sledge hammers and then pick out the shiny bits, I’d hire my own thugs. Anything found buried in Cygnar rightfully belongs to Cygnar, and as King Leto’s appointed representative for digging those things up, I would prefer for you to stay here.” 

			From the admittedly limited amount of high-ranking political debate Cleasby had seen, that seemed to be a rather direct and brutal slap to the face. 

			Rathleagh managed to keep his composure, but his jaw was clenched as he gave a polite bow. “As you wish, your Lordship. May I at least invite you to be a guest in the comfort of my estate until you are ready to enter the wilderness?”

			“A common inn will suit me just fine for the night. We’ll be leaving first thing in the morning.” 

			“Very well. Ironhead Station will be happy to provide anything your expedition requires. Now, if you will forgive me, I have appointments to keep.” Rathleagh did a fairly decent job of hiding his anger as he said that. He then tipped the brim of his hat with his cane and turned to walk away. 

			“Good day to you too, baron,” the professor called after Rathleagh. “Now, which one of you people do I talk to about borrowing some wagons?” 

			As the functionaries surrounded Wynn and Pickett, Rains muttered to Cleasby, “I’ll never get used to such games.” 

			“Above my pay grade, sergeant, but that seemed to go well enough.” 

			Since their noble charge was otherwise occupied, and Cleasby still wanted to know about the criminal who was to be hanged in the morning, he picked out the young Ironhead Station official he’d been questioning earlier and tapped him on the shoulder again. “Pardon me, but our conversation was interrupted. You were telling me about this prisoner of yours. He’s supposed to be a Storm Knight?” 

			“Yes. But when he refused to even identify himself by name, the judge sentenced him.” 

			“How do you know he’s a Storm Knight then?” 

			The official pointed at the storm glaive Cleasby had slung over his shoulder. “The lightning sword, sir.” 

			“Ah, yes. Sebastian Nemo’s invention is only issued to members of our knightly order.” Despite being the elite infantry of the kingdom, considering the types of men who’d originally made up the 6th, Cleasby didn’t find it so hard to imagine a random Stormblade could be tempted toward lawlessness. “A reasonable assumption then. We’re the only ones trained to fight with galvanic blades without electrocuting ourselves in the process.” 

			“He must be really good at it then, because he dueled with two of them.” 

			“Two storm glaives?” Rains interjected. “At the same time?”

			“The witnesses say the murderer fought with a lightning sword in each hand and managed to beat the most feared swordsman in all of Ironhead Station.” The young man sounded rather impressed. 

			“No…” Cleasby muttered; he and Rains shared a horrified look. “It can’t be.” 

			“You have a better explanation?” Rains asked. There was only one man they knew who could fight with a pair of storm glaives. Rains turned back to the official and asked with urgency, “Does he speak with an Ordic accent?” 

			“Why, yes, at least he seemed to as he berated our barrister. Then he called our judge all manner of names. It was most disrespectful, and I only recognized the insults in Cygnaran. There were quite a few in Ordic, Khadoran, and Llaelese as well. Do you know this man? Is he one of yours?” 

			“Not really. Well, perhaps on an honorary basis. Temporarily.” Cleasby didn’t know what to call Savio Montero Acosta. The murderous mercenary had been a friend of Sir Madigan, hired under false pretenses and illegally retained, but he had fought as one of them during the invasion of Sul. Cleasby looked at Rains apologetically. “Sort of.” 

			“He is no Storm Knight,” Rains stated emphatically. 

			“Excellent,” the young official said. “Then we’ll proceed with the hanging. We’ve already printed the announcements, you know.” 

			Cleasby sighed. The mercenary might not have actually been a Storm Knight, but that didn’t take away the fact he had helped forge the 6th into a real fighting unit and saved Cleasby’s life on several occasions. “You had better take me to this prisoner.” 

			And to think, he’d been very clear earlier that he didn’t intend to bail anyone out of jail while in Ironhead Station. 
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			The Ironhead Station jail was beneath the main cavern. The tunnels were smaller here, and the air seemed humid. It made Cleasby uncomfortable, especially whenever a train would rumble by above them—the vibrations caused dust to rain down. 

			The jailer walking ahead of him was Rhulic. The dwarf had an iron helmet shaped like a pot, a gigantic ring of keys in one hand, and a knobbed club on his belt. “I’ll warn you, lieutenant, this prisoner is a scary one. I’ve been running this place for a long time, seen a lot of hard cases come and go, but there’s something not quite right about this one. Lots of mercenary scum pass through Ironhead, and when they get out of control, they end up here. Years of dealing with them, and I get a gut feeling for the ones who are really dangerous. The worst, the real killers, there’s an intensity about them, but at the same time, they just don’t give a damn about nothing. This one is like that but worse somehow. Like the only thing keeping him from killing you is that you’re not worth his time.” 

			“If it’s who I think it is, I understand completely,” Cleasby agreed. “No offense intended to your brave city watch, but I’m curious how they were able to apprehend such a man.” 

			“He surrendered without a fight. Good thing, too. From what I heard, he took Sam Galloway apart in that duel, and Sam was a tough one. He was a rail warden and probably the most stonyhearted, gravel-headed one in the company. Steelwater Rail has a problem in need of fixing, striking workers need their heads busted, wild beasts menacing the trains, that sort of thing, they send Galloway. Never has this mountain seen someone less troubled by mercy than that particular human, I tell you what. He was probably the finest swordsman in the city until this fellow sliced him up in under a minute.” 

			They entered an open space, and Cleasby breathed a little easier. The gas lamps were far enough above him now that it didn’t feel quite so stifling. It created the illusion that he was inside a normal room and not under a mountain. It wasn’t a very big jail, but Ironhead Station only housed fifteen thousand permanent human residents with probably twice that number of dwarves in their enclave. And from what he understood, the Rhulfolk tended to take care of their own problems without involving the Cygnaran authorities. 

			“Your killer is right over here.” The jailer gestured for him to follow. 

			The cells were more like cages—each one was a box made out of welded iron bars, and the boxes were organized into neat rows. The prisoners they passed watched them sullenly; none bothered to speak up. The jailer’s club was obviously well used, suggesting he didn’t tolerate any nonsense. There were different sized cages for different sized prisoners, with the smaller gobber cages being stacked two high for efficiency. The ogrun and trollkin cages were larger and had much thicker steel bars. In all, it struck Cleasby as a very efficient use of space.

			As they came around the corner, Cleasby spotted a human in the last ogrun-sized cage. It was hard to tell if it was him—his face was obscured because he was hanging from the ceiling bars doing pull-ups. 

			“Why do you bother me, dwarf?” The familiar Ordic accent confirmed Cleasby’s suspicions. Savio Montero Acosta continued his exercises, not bothering to look at them. The back of his jail-issued uniform was drenched with sweat. “Can’t you see I’m busy?”

			“You’ve got a visitor,” the jailer declared as they approached. 

			“Yes. He is so loud in his armor that I thought they’d sent a warjack.” 

			“Is it who you expected?” the jailer asked softly. Cleasby nodded. “He as dangerous as I guessed?” 

			“Worse.” 

			The jailer seemed satisfied at that. “Called it.” 

			Cleasby took his helmet off and held it under one arm. “Hello, Acosta.” 

			Acosta recognized the voice and froze at the top of the cell, hanging there. “Wait… Cleasby? Ha! Excellent!” He let go of the bars and dropped to the stone floor. Despite being a powerfully built individual, he landed without a sound. Cleasby had witnessed this man slash his way through an army with a grace that was frankly terrifying, so this wasn’t surprising. The man from Five Fingers was swarthy, dark in complexion and mood, and wore a goatee trimmed in the Ordic style. Acosta approached the bars, wiping the sweat from his shaved head with one black-and-white striped sleeve. “I should have known you were the reason I am back in Cygnar!” 

			Cleasby had no idea what that meant, but the Ordsman had always possessed a unique way of viewing the world. “I’d say it’s good to see you again, Acosta, but I understand you’re to be executed in the morning.” 

			“Oh, that?” Acosta made a dismissive gesture. “That is nothing. It is not the first time my death has been ordered, but I’ve managed to avoid such appointments so far. How have you been?”

			“Good.” 

			“I can see you are different. Not here,” Acosta put two fingers to his temple, then thumped himself in the chest, indicating his heart, “but here. Leadership suits you. How are the Malcontents?”

			“They’re well.” This was decidedly awkward. Acosta seemed honestly happy to see him, but maybe the Ordsman didn’t realize yet that there wasn’t anything Cleasby could do to save him. Acosta had been found guilty of murder, and Cleasby had no jurisdiction here. “Maybe you’re not grasping the gravity of the situation. In a matter of hours, you’re to be hanged by the neck until dead.”

			“Yes, yes, enough about me. I must know what has brought you to this city beneath the stone.” 

			Cleasby looked at the jailer. “Would you give us a moment, please?” 

			The dwarf pushed back his pot helmet a bit so he could look up at Cleasby incredulously. “I’ll be waiting right over there, but don’t go too close to the bars, young sir. This lunatic is liable to try and snap your neck.” 

			Acosta laughed. “On the contrary, dwarf. This is my good friend Kelvan Cleasby. We have enjoyed a most excellent war together. I would never murder him in such a petty manner.” 

			As opposed to other non-petty manners. “I’ll be fine.” Cleasby waited until the jailer walked away before turning back to Acosta. “I only found out about you by accident. We’re passing through on a mission of no real importance, providing security for an archeological expedition into the nearby mountains.” 

			“Excellent.” Acosta’s eyes narrowed, and he nodded slowly, as if they’d shared some sort of profound revelation and everything suddenly made perfect sense to him. “We would not have found ourselves together again if there were not a reason. I must go with you on this expedition.” 

			“That isn’t really your decision to make.”

			“You know I go wherever the best fight is, but I see no worthy battle here. That means one must be coming. We both know when that happens, you will want me there.” 

			Cleasby wasn’t a superstitious man, so he hated to admit that this idea actually made him very uneasy. 

			He said, “Are you sincerely trying to tell me you were put here by your Lady?” Cleasby was one of the few who knew that Acosta worshipped Thamar, the Dark Twin, though the Ordsman seemed to be an oddity, even for a Thamarite. 

			“Come now, Cleasby, you know that no one ‘puts me’ anywhere. My path is my own, yet I am always open to interesting suggestions as to which path I should take. I am here; you are here. I can only assume it is for a reason. Thus, I am prepared to leave immediately.”

			All Cleasby could ever piece together about Acosta’s peculiar philosophy was that through continual tests and improvement, he intended to become the best warrior in Caen and thus achieve ascension. Or something like that; it was hard to tell. “Really, Acosta. It’s out of my hands. There’s nothing I can do for you. I’m sorry.” 

			“I do not expect you to do anything, do not fear. You are, how do they say, ‘by the book.’ You are not one to break rules unless it is absolutely necessary. You believe in your systems; you are a man of honor. I, on the other hand, am not.” Acosta wrapped his hands around the bars and leaned over to speak, low enough that there was no way the jailer could hear. “Do you truly believe this is how Savio Montero Acosta will die? Like a common ruffian, swinging from the end of a rope?” 

			“That does seem bloody unlikely. I’m surprised you let them arrest you.”

			“I thought about killing the city watchmen, but let us say I received one of those interesting suggestions. Perhaps there would be something in it for me if I allowed myself to be taken quietly? So, I handed my storm glaives to a friend to hide so they would not be confiscated—I’ve grown rather fond of them—and then I surrendered, confident the reason would be revealed in time. And now you are here.”

			“You know I don’t buy into your superstitions. This is a routine mission, nothing more.” 

			“Ah, but if my Lady wished for us to meet again, perhaps it is because she wants you to remain alive. If I am here, it must be bad.” 

			“So, are you the cause or the effect?” Cleasby was never quite sure whether or not Acosta was delusional. He certainly fought like somebody who was blessed by the Dark Twin, and that was a good thing when he was on your side. It was just too bad he was so damned earnest about it. “Fine. I’ll take that under advisement.” 

			“Regardless of why we are together again, I should not hang. I am innocent.”

			Cleasby couldn’t help it—he laughed. 

			Acosta bowed his head in acknowledgement. “Forgive me. I would never make such a seemingly absurd claim, but the Cygnaran language lacks nuance. I am innocent in this particular event. It was an honorable duel. The rail warden accepted my invitation, and we met as equals, before many witnesses. Sadly, he did not live up to his reputation, and I learned nothing by defeating him.” 

			“Dueling is illegal. You might have been able to mitigate the severity of the charges because both parties consented. Or it might have been overlooked if you had conducted it in private or at least followed a proper gentleman’s code about the whole affair, but you can’t just fight in the streets with impunity here. This isn’t Five Fingers!”

			“Your country is so boring!” Acosta exclaimed. 

			“Regardless, you’ve been charged with murder.”

			“Only because my opponent had powerful friends.”

			Cleasby snorted. “You know, if my plan was to duel every killer in the Iron Kingdoms, I’d probably check on things like that before starting fights.” 

			“I do not have time to concern myself with such trivia. Yet now I am aware that the baron of this place used Galloway as a hired thug, so I am to be an example for what happens when you cut down his servants. Perhaps if you are so moved by your devotion to the law, you will speak to the baron about this matter.” 

			It was routinely difficult to tell what Acosta was actually thinking. The Ordsman was certainly too proud to come out and ask Cleasby to plead his case, and he was certainly too homicidal to go quietly to a hanging in the morning. He could accuse Acosta of many things, but lying was not one of them. It might not have been legal, but consensual duels still happened, and Cleasby could probably plead social convention. “Because of your friendship with Sir Madigan and all that you’ve done for the 6th, I promise I will personally go to Rathleagh and beg for mercy on your behalf.”

			“Do as you see fit.” There was always something chilling about the way Acosta smiled, like everything in the world existed for his amusement. “I’ll be waiting.” 
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			The truth of the matter was that Savio Montero Acosta could not abide being imprisoned. The lack of freedom was making him crawl out of his skin. Giving up his weapons and going along peacefully had seemed foolish, but he’d heeded his Lady’s whispers, and now he was actually contemplating the possibility of dying an ignominious death. It wasn’t the dying that annoyed him so much as the utterly forgettable nature of such a death. Execution was for quitters. 

			With Cleasby, Acosta had acted as if he’d not been concerned. That was because he could never show doubt or weakness, even in front of an ally. But the Storm Knight’s unexpected presence had given him hope. As it stood now, Cleasby was a man destined to find trouble. Acosta had not been lying about that; his Lady’s will manifested itself in unexpected ways. Going with the Storm Knights certainly made more sense than languishing here until he could either escape or be hung. Thus, Cleasby’s mission had to be why Acosta had wound up in his present circumstances. 

			Or so he hoped. 

			Show me the most difficult path, my Lady, so that I may walk it and learn. 

			He did not have to wait very long because a few hours after Cleasby left, Acosta received more visitors. He didn’t know Baron Casner Rathleagh by sight, only by reputation, but from the obsequious manner in which the jailer acted upon their arrival, Acosta was certain the tall, thin, well-dressed one was the baron, and the one who shooed the dwarven jailer away had to be the baron’s bodyguard. The mercenary community appreciated the baron’s generous payments and willingness to hire even the most unsavory companies, but Rathleagh was also known as a powerful arcanist who was not to be crossed. He had the reputation of being quite unforgiving of those who could not keep a secret. 

			Baron Rathleagh was wearing the insignia of the Fraternal Order of Wizardry around his neck as if it were a commendation medal, as if joining a club somehow made him special. It was true that the Fraternal Order of Wizardry was rather dangerous, its ranks filled with dedicated seekers of power—which Acosta could appreciate—but Rathleagh had an aura of smug. Acosta was self-aware enough to know that many would think the same thing about him, but he had earned his haughty attitude through blood and effort. If Rathleagh were truly formidable, he would have been running things in Ceryl or Caspia, not in this industrial hole in the ground. 

			Right now he could have Acosta executed immediately, however, so power was relative. 

			Acosta stood up and waited for them. 

			The baron spoke as he approached. “So this is the infamous wandering swordsman, Savio Acosta. Your fearsome reputation precedes you.” 

			“Yes.” Acosta had no patience for the frivolous. “What do you want?” 

			“Don’t you know who I am?”

			“Yes. So, I ask again, what do you want?” 

			“I’m here to determine your fate, Ordsman.”

			“I determine my own fate.” 

			“And when I hang you?”

			“It would have been my decision to let you.” 

			Rathleagh stared at him for a long time. Unlike most men, he actually met Acosta’s cold gaze without flinching or averting his eyes. Acosta could see now that the arcanist was a calculating, dangerous sort. With a single word, Rathleagh could have his bodyguard shoot Acosta dead right here in this cell, and that was not the sort of death anyone would write a song about. Still, though Acosta would never lower himself to begging or other such signs of weakness, he could at least attempt to be diplomatic. 

			“How may I be of service, Baron Rathleagh?” 

			 “Your friend, Lieutenant Cleasby, came by my office earlier and spoke rather earnestly in your defense.” The baron walked slowly around the bars, studying Acosta as if he were some wild animal, captured and caged for his amusement. “He begged me not to hang you. He even went so far as to find some of the witnesses who heard my man Galloway accept your challenge. I believe he takes the very concept of injustice as a personal insult. That Storm Knight is thorough. I’ll give him that.” 

			Some men were so dedicated to their beliefs that they were incapable of avoiding conflict; Cleasby was one such man. Acosta knew warriors like that in every nation in the Iron Kingdoms. And though Acosta cared nothing for their causes, having them as associates made it certain that he would never be bored—such warriors always provided interesting challenges. 

			“Your nation is lucky to have him. Cleasby is a good officer and an honorable man.” 

			“As if you understand honor, Ordsman.” 

			“Only through observation.” But Acosta figured Rathleagh had no room to talk on that subject either. 

			“Even though your life is in my hands, he wouldn’t grovel for you. I really don’t like the nobleman he’s working for right now, so I’d hoped he would show some sign of bending, some flexibility that I could use as leverage against Wynn, but nothing.” Rathleagh continued circling the cage. “Do you know what I told your Lieutenant Cleasby? I told him that normally I would think about such a merciful request, but you killed a respected rail warden in a city whose lifeblood is the rails. So, tell me, why should I grant this request for mercy and deprive myself of the enjoyment of watching you hang?”

			“The answer depends entirely upon what you decide is in it for you,” Acosta stated.

			Rathleagh stopped on the opposite side of the cage. “Do you intend to insult me?” 

			Acosta didn’t bother to turn around. “Not at all. Self-interest is wise.”

			“I thought you were insinuating I’m selfish.”

			“Where I am from, we do not consider ‘selfish’ an insult.”

			“Of course. You are the spawn of Five Fingers, a corrupt, rotting warren of channel islands, home to smugglers, cutthroats, and degenerate pirate filth.” 

			“It has its charms.” 

			Rathleagh passed in front of the cage. “I require something from this expedition your friend is guarding. Cleasby trusts you, and Baron Wynn trusts Cleasby. I believe there is a certain artifact buried where they go. On the off chance they locate it or clues to its whereabouts, if you were to retrieve it for me, in exchange I would be willing to spare your life.”

			“A reasonable trade.” Now that Rathleagh had demonstrated he wanted something from him, Acosta could relax a bit. It was nice to know the baron had not simply come down here to gloat before having him killed. Despite this, Acosta’s outward demeanor did not change in the slightest. 

			“Only we both know your word means nothing,” the baron continued. “Once I let you go, there would be nothing to stop you from fleeing. I understand you are a wanted criminal in Khador because you betrayed the trust and personal friendship of a powerful warcaster there.”

			“That was a misunderstanding.” 

			“Judging by the size of the bounty on your head, a significant one.” 

			While Rathleagh kept pacing and talking, Acosta noted that the silent bodyguard was keeping a very close eye on him. The man was in his fifties, in a profession that did not well tolerate its participants growing old. He had a stern, weathered face and grey hair beneath a battered tricorn hat. From the intricately engraved pistols, he was a gun mage, an arcanist who could perform tricks with bullets. And after all, Cygnarans were supposed to produce the best gun mages. The bodyguard seemed calm, professional, with the flat eyes of someone who had taken too many lives to keep track. Though Acosta was locked in a cage designed to hold ogrun, the gun mage remained wary, his hands loose and ready and resting next to his pistols. Acosta tested the man by shifting his stance just a bit, placing his body in front of Rathleagh as he walked, so that if the gun mage were forced to shoot Acosta, he’d be in danger of hitting his employer as well. The gun mage unconsciously took a step to the side so he’d still have a clear angle. Acosta smiled. The gun mage’s expression changed just enough to indicate that he realized another experienced practitioner in the art of violence had tested him. 

			I think I would like to fight this gun mage.

			“That’s right, Acosta. I’ve learned all about your sordid past.” The baron was still speaking, but Acosta found the potentially dangerous bodyguard more interesting than Rathleagh’s efforts to impress him with how much information he’d gleaned about Acosta’s history. The baron didn’t realize this was unnecessary when Acosta was already locked up and waiting for the noose, but Rathleagh was probably used to intimidating people by demonstrating his knowledge of their secrets. “The local mercenaries speak of you in hushed whispers.”

			“They mercenaries here are timid. The brave ones go where the work is.” 

			Rathleagh stopped in front of him. “I believe it is because they do not understand a man who isn’t motivated by coin. They say you seek power and strength and that you’ll do anything to achieve your goals. Even dark, horrible things.” 

			Acosta shrugged. Rathleagh made it sound bad, but Acosta figured he simply followed a more honest path than most.

			Rathleagh lowered his voice to a dangerous whisper. “But I understand you perfectly. I am a practitioner of the arcane and a collector of ancient wisdom. There are rules and customs for such activities.” He gestured at his insignia of the Fraternal Order of Wizardry. “The symbol of scared old men bickering about what they can and can’t learn because they’re too afraid of consequences. But like you, I will do whatever I must to get what I want.” 

			The baron had a petulant air about him, but he was clearly possessed of an underlying ambition that could be extremely potent. Acosta was certain now that his first impression had been entirely incorrect. Whether he was aware of his path or not, Baron Rathleagh also followed the Lady. Like Acosta, Rathleagh would do whatever was necessary to reach his personal goals, and that made him truly dangerous. 

			“Your point, baron?”

			“That Caspian bastard, Wynn, had the audacity to bar me from a dig in my own lands, but I will not be stopped so easily. For years I’ve been searching for a local legend, and I thought maybe I’d found its resting place. It should have been my men to dig it up, but now it’ll be Baron Wynn. He would take it back to Caspia, ignorant as to its real purposes, only to let it collect dust in a museum. I’m proposing a mutually beneficial arrangement. What if I told you that in addition to sparing your life, I could grant you incredible power as payment for your services? Bring this treasure to me instead, and I will use it to make you stronger than you could ever imagine.”

			Despite what Acosta had told Cleasby earlier, he was never actually sure why he was guided to any particular place. Perhaps this was what had brought him here. “What does this artifact do?”

			“It makes warriors invincible. Do I have your attention now, Ordsman?”
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			“Do you trust him, sir?” 

			After signing the jailer’s paperwork, Baron Casner Rathleagh turned to his bodyguard and right-hand man. The gun mage Lambert Sayre had retired as a Captain Adept of the Militant Order of the Arcane Tempest and worked for Rathleagh ever since. He was a perceptive man. 

			“Of course I do not trust him, Sayre.”

			“I’ve known men like him. Better to kill him now than risk him turning on us.” Between his keen eyes and honed instincts, Sayre was seldom wrong about such things. “Let me save us all the trouble and put a bullet in him now.” 

			Normally, Rathleagh would be inclined to heed his bodyguard’s advice, but for now, the risk was worth the reward. 

			“No. Take Galloway’s men and follow that expedition. Stay out of sight, and let Wynn do the work for us. I wasn’t expecting this, but the professor is a clever man. If it really exists, he’ll find it. If he does, after that, no matter how or what you have to do, whatever it takes, I want that find. If the Ordsman can’t bring it to me, you will. Do you understand?”

			“What about those Storm Knights?” 

			Rathleagh gave him a knowing smile. As long as there were enough crowns being paid—and Rathleagh was generous—Sayre would have no qualms about murder or sabotage. 

			“The wilds are a dangerous place. Accidents happen.” 
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			Cleasby hated that he couldn’t see the sunrise from inside Ironhead Station, and this was just one more thing that made him eager for the expedition to get into the mountains. Despite how modern and industrious the travelogues made it sound, living underground was simply not for him. 

			Clemency Horner had hired a gang of local workers led by an ogrun korune to do the digging. So there were now fifty people under his protection. Their six ox-drawn wagons were loaded with tools, supplies, and one very large Stormclad warjack, which made for an impressive convoy through the narrow streets of Ironhead Station. The crowds grudgingly parted before their oxen. Since it was obvious they were leaving, the already loud merchants had seemed to increase their collective volume, trying to make one last crown off a departing mark. 

			“It’ll be fine if you want to stay and attend the hanging,” Dalton Pickett told Cleasby. “I’m sure you’ll have no problem catching up with these lumbering things.” Pickett thumped the side of the wagon they were marching alongside. 

			But in his short life Cleasby had seen enough people die that he had no desire to watch more, especially when it was someone he’d served with. “I should stay with the expedition.” 

			“I don’t see why you’ve got such a sour face. This fellow isn’t even from Cygnar. By your own admission, he’s a murderer and probably a Thamarite cultist. The fact you were willing to go out of your way to beg for mercy for some criminal shows you’re just as idealistic as you were back at the university.”

			It was difficult, but Cleasby held his tongue. Pickett was only a product of his upbringing; naturally, he saw it that way. And while he was an old friend, he could never understand the brotherhood that formed between soldiers. “Let it go, Pickett.” 

			“Good old softhearted Cleasby, always worried about the low born.” Pickett chuckled. “You would have made a fine priest, tending to the needs of the perpetually stupid. Everyone knows the Ordic are greedy and ruled by their passions. You can’t be surprised when one of them comes here to get rich off our wars and then does something to get himself hanged.” 

			It was suddenly very hot inside Cleasby’s helmet. He took a deep breath to keep from doing anything rash, and once the urge to flatten Pickett’s nose had passed, he spoke quietly. “Pickett.”

			“Yes?”

			“If you don’t shut your mouth right now about this subject, I will be forced as a gentleman to take off my gauntlet and strike you in the face with it. Should you accept that challenge, promptly thereafter, I will beat you to a pulp in the street for the whole city to see.” 

			It took a moment for Pickett to realize Cleasby wasn’t joking. “Oh…” 

			“It would be a shame to get blood all over your new coat. So, due to our longstanding bond of friendship and my profound desire to not have to explain to your mother why you no longer possess teeth enough to chew with, I’m imploring you to be silent now.” 

			Pickett seemed shocked. He must have been expecting the clumsy, bookish schoolboy he’d known before; he clearly didn’t know the soldier Cleasby had become. Pickett was taller and broader—and in college would have easily thrashed him—but Cleasby had spent the time since those days fighting for king and country against a parade of right hard bastards; there was no doubt what the outcome of his challenge would be now. 

			“I’m sorry. I’ll leave you to your walk.” Embarrassed, Pickett retreated to the other side of the wagon. 

			Cleasby hoped he hadn’t damaged their current professional relationship, but he was fresh out of patience. As he considered the exchange, Thorny hurried up to walk alongside him, and Cleasby cursed himself silently: from the excited look on Thorny’s face, it was clear he’d heard the whole exchange. Thornbury grinned. “Bravo, lieutenant!” 

			“I probably could have handled that in a more polite fashion.” 

			“Perhaps, but Sir Madigan would’ve just shoved him beneath the wagon wheels and made his death look like an accident, so by the standards of the 6th, that was impeccable diplomacy. And speaking of the sometimes flexible standards of our unit,” Thorny looked around conspiratorially to make sure no one else was listening, “have you given any thought to my earlier suggestion?”

			“Bribing the watch and freeing Acosta? My answer remains the same. We’re not going to break any laws.” 

			Thorny looked disappointed. “I’ve always wanted to participate in a jail break.” 

			“It’s overrated.” He’d been up late last night talking the men down from doing anything stupid. Acosta might have been a criminal madman, which didn’t exactly make him special in the Malcontents, but at one time or another he’d saved most of their lives. Thorny’s schemes to free Acosta had been duplicitous but not particularly violent while Pangborn’s had been more direct, up to and including having Headhunter smash the gallows, but Cleasby had put his foot down and ordered an end to their conspiring. 

			“It irks me too, Thorny, but it’s out of our hands.”

			“Any chance Rathleagh will turn out to be the merciful sort?”

			He shook his head. After speaking with Rathleagh last night, Cleasby determined that Professor Wynn’s assessment had been accurate. As Cleasby had pled Acosta’s case, Rathleagh sat there stone-faced, and when it came time to ask questions, Rathleagh and the other officials he’d had with him had all been fishing for information about Baron Wynn’s motivations and the nature of the expedition instead of debating the reasons to free Acosta. 

			“Well, if there’s anything to all that nonsense about Acosta’s Lady and him being destined to travel with us, then the scions will miraculously deliver him.” Thorny snorted. “I suppose that’s the problem being a Thamarite—all you’ve got to pray to is a bunch of folks who became immortal by being notably bad at something.”

			“You mean they were incredibly good at doing bad things.” 

			“Regardless, they don’t seem like the crowd to go around doling out miracles. Not at all bloody likely.” 

			Rains and Allsop were walking alongside the lead wagon. When Rains suddenly held up one fist, the other Storm Knights who saw it immediately mirrored his action, and the signal to halt went down the line. 

			“Stop the wagon,” Cleasby called to the driver closest to him. There was a chorus of whoas as the convoy slowly came to a stop. He walked up to see what had caught Rains’ attention. It couldn’t be anything too interesting; they weren’t even out of town yet. 

			Acosta was waiting for them in the middle of the street. Instead of black-and-white-striped jail clothes, he was wearing a battered suit of storm armor with all the insignia removed or painted over. A storm glaive hung over each shoulder. 

			“Well, I’ll be damned,” Cleasby muttered. 

			Thorny glanced around the street. “I don’t see the watch in pursuit. How in the world did he…” He trailed off, swallowed nervously, then looked toward the roof of the cavern and proclaimed, “Obviously, I meant no offense to the scions in my previous remarks!” 

			Baron Wynn walked up behind Cleasby. “Why did we stop?” He gave Acosta a curious scowl. “Who is that bloke?” 

			Cleasby remembered what Acosta had said earlier about his presence in the area. Thornbury wasn’t the only one feeling superstitious right then. “That, your Lordship, is an omen of bad things to come. Please wait here.” He left the professor and walked up to Rains, Allsop, and Acosta. 

			“Hello, my friend,” Acosta greeted him. “A fine morning for a journey. Shall we go now and discover whatever it is I’m supposed to kill?” 

			“How’d you get out?” 

			“He’s not covered in blood,” Rains muttered. “That rules out the most likely explanation.”

			“It is good to see you too, Rains.” Acosta made that unnerving smile as he looked down at Rains’ shield. “So, you finally picked someone new to pray to? Benevolent Morrow, I’m disappointed. I thought you had the strength to make a bolder choice.”

			 Rains’ jaw clenched, but he didn’t respond. 

			Acosta turned back to Cleasby. “To answer your question, Baron Rathleagh was moved by your heartfelt petition and has released me into your custody.”

			Corporal Allsop, a big, jovial, red-faced young man, pointed at one of Acosta’s storm glaives. “Hey, that was my sword.”

			“If you had truly wished to keep it, you should not have misplaced it in Caspia. Now it is mine.”

			“I only dropped it because I got shot in the neck!” 

			“That is no excuse for sloppy weapon retention,” Acosta replied. “It appears they issued you another. Do not be so careless with that one. Besides, since then I have paid a great deal of money to have these two weapons lessened in weight and improved in balance. They are no longer suited for your clumsy style.” 

			Allsop looked like his feelings had been hurt, but before he could respond, Cleasby said, “Enough.” This was making his head hurt, and that was before he realized Professor Wynn hadn’t listened and had followed him over. He’d hoped to handle this without the nobleman’s interference. “What do you mean, you’re released into my custody?”

			“My punishment for disturbing the peace in Ironhead Station is to protect your expedition.”

			The Baron interrupted them. “I take it you know this man, lieutenant?” 

			“I do, your Lordship. He’s a mercenary. We served together in the invasion.”

			“Is he any good?” 

			Acosta laughed as if that was an absurd question. “I am the best.” 

			Wynn looked to the Storm Knights for confirmation. Cleasby nodded. Rains did as well, albeit grudgingly. 

			“So, that greedy bastard Rathleagh ordered you to protect us?” Wynn asked suspiciously. “I told him I didn’t want any of his help.” 

			“Only a fool refuses the swords of Savio Montero Acosta when they are freely offered. Be thankful—normally, you could not afford me.” 

			“Don’t let these humble traveling clothes deceive you, Ordsman. I’m extremely wealthy.”

			“But I am not compensated in gold.” Acosta picked up a pack at his feet and walked toward the wagons. “Enough talk. Let us be off.” 

			 Wynn watched him go. “That was ominous. Do you trust this mercenary, lieutenant?”

			Cleasby hesitated. Acosta was already putting his bag into the back of a wagon. “Trust is an interesting word.” 

			“Do you really intend to let him come with us?” the professor asked. 

			Rains was shaking his head no. 

			“I don’t know if it would be worth the effort to try to stop him,” Cleasby stated flatly. 
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			The expedition covered a lot of ground that day. Though it was mostly uphill, the road was in good condition, and the weather was pleasant. The ogrun in charge of the hired workers had a deep, booming voice, and he liked to sing Rhulic marching songs. Many of the laborers were dwarves, and they joined in, too. Cleasby had to admit he was rather impressed with the quality of their singing. He’d not expected such range from anyone so burly and hairy. 

			The woods here were far different from where he’d grown up. Corvis was swampy and wet, a never-ending sea of mud and vines populated by all manner of nasty crawling things that wanted to eat anyone not paying attention. Only fools wandered too far from civilization. Here in the Wyrmwalls the air was thin and crisp. The trees were evergreens. By comparison to his home province, this part of Cygnar seemed rather pleasant, and Cleasby was even able to shake the feeling of unease he’d developed that morning. 

			They still had daylight to spare when they came across a meadow that struck Cleasby as a good place to make camp. He liked it because it was defensible. Horner approved because there was plenty of grass for their oxen and few horses to graze on, thus saving some of the feed rations they’d brought along. Baron Wynn was eager to push on, but the old professor was smart enough to listen to his experts. After they’d made camp for the night, Cleasby checked in on as many members of the expedition as possible. All of these people were his responsibility, and he took his responsibilities very seriously. A few of the university students were unprepared for marching and had developed blisters, but other than that, the expedition was in good shape. 

			The Storm Knights had a campfire going next to the wagon carrying Headhunter. Langston was stirring their supper in a kettle over the fire. He was their best cook, but that really wasn’t saying much—there were only so many ways to make trail rations interesting. Most of the men were out of their armor and checking their kits for any damage from the day’s journey. Galvanic weaponry was powerful, but storm glaives needed to be stripped and cleaned to remain reliable. Anybody who failed to maintain their weapon would draw the displeasure of Sergeant Rains. 

			In fact, Rains was waiting for him. “Everything is in order, lieutenant. I’ve assigned the watch order. Headhunter is prepped and could be under steam within a few minutes.”

			He glanced around the encampment. “Where’s Acosta?”

			“Off by himself,” Rains muttered. That wasn’t unusual. The Ordsman had been antisocial in Sul as well. “Probably asking favor from dark forces.” 

			“You sound like Wilkins.” 

			“Wilkins wasn’t wrong about everything.” 

			“He was wrong about you,” Cleasby pointed out. “I seem to recall you two wanting to fight a duel over whether you were a Protectorate spy or not because you didn’t pray to the ascendants.” 

			“I was only eager to take on Wilkins until I saw him fight. Don’t know if I would’ve survived that one,” Rains said truthfully. “Eh, we worked it out. This is your decision, but I’d be lying if I said I trusted Acosta.” 

			Cleasby recalled that Rains hadn’t offered any suggestions while the Malcontents had been scheming how to keep their former member from hanging earlier. 

			“Don’t worry. Once this expedition is over, he’ll be on his way.” 

			“Just because Acosta fought by your side in Sul doesn’t mean he’s still on our side now. He’s a mercenary. He’s got no real loyalties to anyone other than himself.” 

			“He was loyal to Madigan.”

			“You’re no Madigan.” But from the look on Rains’ face, it was obvious he immediately regretted what he’d said. He looked around to make sure the other soldiers hadn’t caught that. A good sergeant never undermined his leader. 

			“Believe me, I’m painfully aware of that fact every day.” Cleasby patted Rains on the shoulder. 

			“That’s not what I meant.” 

			“It’s fine.” Cleasby took no offense. He was under no delusions that he was anything more than barely adequate as an officer, and he wasn’t even going to be that for too much longer once he was out of the military. Of all the Malcontents, Rains was the one Cleasby felt he had to forewarn about his decision not to reenlist. The problem was getting up the nerve to do so; it was far harder than he thought it would be. Part of him felt like he was abandoning his men. 

			“It isn’t an insult. You’re not Madigan and this isn’t Sul, but we’ve seen plenty of action since. Sir Madigan operated on guts and nerve. You’re a man of reason who plans based on things that can be proven or explained. That’s your strength, Cleasby.”

			“I’m not nearly—” 

			Rains cut him off. “Your methods have kept this platoon from having to dig more graves over the past year. Stick with what you know. When you make a decision, it’s usually the smart one. This is your platoon. Don’t let anyone put doubts in your head, including me. If you say the Ordsman is trustworthy, I’ll abide that.” 

			“Acosta’s claims of great battles and destiny and whatnot will probably come to nothing, but if we’re to find trouble out here, I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have with us.” Part of being a good officer was listening to your subordinate’s wisdom, Cleasby knew. They’d been through so much together that he was inclined to believe Acosta; however, Rains also had good instincts. “That said, if you want to play witch hunter, go ahead and keep an eye on him.” 

			“No offense, but I would have anyway.”

			Langston approached and handed Rains a warm tin of beans. “Dinner, Sarge. You wanting any grub, sir?” he asked Cleasby. 

			But Cleasby had noticed someone approach around the nearest wagon: Pickett. He had stopped there, watching the Storm Knights, politely waiting and not wanting to interrupt. “In a bit, Langston. Thank you.” 

			As Private Langston wandered back to the fire, Rains saw Pickett as well. “Thorny told me you got angry and threatened to beat the young assistant professor senseless earlier,” he whispered. 

			“Weren’t you just saying something about me always making smart decisions?” 

			“No one is perfect,” Rains mumbled around a mouthful of beans as he walked away. 

			Pickett walked up to him. His manner was a bit formal. “Kelvan.” 

			“Dalton,” Cleasby nodded. He was feeling guilty for the harsh words he’d used earlier. 

			But surprisingly, it was Pickett who removed his hat and held it awkwardly in both hands, looking embarrassed. “I’ve come to apologize for what I said about your mercenary. It was rude and uncalled for.” 

			“Oh.” Cleasby certainly hadn’t been expecting that. In the years they’d gone to school together, he couldn’t remember ever hearing the hotheaded Pickett apologize for anything before. “It’s fine.” 

			“No, it isn’t. I was stewing about it all during today’s march. Look, this is my first actual expedition into the field. Everything else I’ve done has been in settled, boring areas around Caspia. I’ve been preparing for this for a long time, and I want to make a good impression on the professor. This is a huge opportunity for me. Field work can be rough and dangerous, so I’m afraid—” 

			“You were trying too hard.” Cleasby smiled as he remembered Pickett had idolized adventurers and explorers the same way Cleasby had looked up to knights. Only Cleasby now had the experience to know there was a big difference between the perception and the reality. When he’d joined the army, he’d expected honor and chivalry, which had their brief gleaming moments, but it turned out being a Storm Knight was mostly wearing heavy steel, slogging through mud, and getting drenched in sweat and, occasionally, blood. Pickett was trying to emulate the swagger of an accomplished explorer, but he had yet to make a journey. “Believe me, I understand.” 

			“At first I was angry, thinking to myself, who is Cleasby to speak to me like that? But you’re not the sickly bookworm I once knew. Sure, I’ve wanted to see what’s out there. I wanted to be the one who opens the tombs, finds the lost treasures, deciphers the records. It’s just that over the last few years, while I’ve been listening to lectures from people who’ve done things, you’ve been actually doing those things. You’ve been a soldier for the crown and traveling the kingdom.” 

			Cleasby had never wanted any of that; all he’d wanted was to study. He’d always had a thirst for knowledge. He’d left because his country needed him, but even then he’d become more of a student of war than a proper knight. They didn’t have the same goals, but Cleasby could respect Pickett’s drive. 

			“It’s easy to forget that we’re not the same kids we were back in Corvis.” 

			“I spoke to you as I would a student, not a soldier. Or a peer. For that I am sorry.” 

			Cleasby began taking off one of his gauntlets. 

			Pickett looked at him suspiciously. “I hope you’re not removing that in order to slap me like you warned earlier. I’m not very good at apologizing, but I can’t be that bad.” 

			Cleasby extended his hand. “All is forgiven, old friend.” 

			They shook on it. Satisfied that his apology had been accepted, Pickett put his hat back on. “Now, in case it gets back to him—and I do not wish to give offense to your men—would you like me to say something to that Ordic mercenary?”

			“Sweet Morrow, no.” 
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			Clemency Horner had gone up a rise and, once at the top, had signaled for Cleasby to join her. It had been quite the climb in his armor. It was tiring to wear full kit on a march, but his duty was to protect this expedition, and if that meant discomfort, so be it. Despite that, halfway up he was regretting not sending one of the men to see what she wanted. When he finally reached her, the red-headed woman was waiting for him with a scattergun slung over her shoulder and a map in her hands. 

			“Enjoying a bit of exercise this morning, lieutenant?”

			“Not at all,” It took a moment to catch his breath. Then Cleasby saw that the view was spectacular from here. Rugged black peaks still capped in snow and wreathed in clouds, an endless vista of green beneath. “Sweet Morrow, this is beautiful.” 

			“It really is. It’s nice to get out of the stuffy old university once in a while. I figure they’ll stick you in the history department, but if you ever want some sunshine, you’re more than welcome to come with us explorers.”

			“So the professor told you about my application.” Not for the first time of late, he felt guilty about his calculated secrecy. “Please don’t say anything in front of my men.” 

			“You served your time. There’s no shame in moving on with your life. Besides, on future expeditions like this, it would be nice to have someone with a clue around to help out. Pickett cuts a dashing figure, but I’m always afraid he’s going to shoot himself in the foot.” 

			Cleasby chuckled. “He means well.” 

			“He does. But scholarship isn’t like the pulps. Some folks think it’s all making your way through ancient traps and dodging tomb maidens, but it’s more magnifying glasses and hours of staring at old carvings by lantern light.”

			“You sound like you enjoy it.” 

			Now it was Horner’s turn to laugh. “That I do. Men like Pickett want to be famous. Men like Professor Wynn just want to know where things come from so he can guess where they’re going next. Me? I was the girl who always wanted to climb the next hill to see what was on the other side. Why do you want to be a scholar, Cleasby?”

			It was a rather direct and unexpected question. And he wasn’t exactly sure. It was simply the path he’d been on before the invasion. “It’s a respectable career.”

			“So is farming or alchemy. That’s not a real answer.” 

			“I suppose I just like to learn things.” 

			“Now that makes sense.” Horner seemed satisfied, and ever-pragmatic and impatient, she got right back to business. She pointed down the mountainside. “Look there. Do you see that?” 

			It took a moment to determine what she was talking about. At first, it was difficult to pick out the few small clouds of white smoke drifting through the trees. Then he realized: there was a village below them. If she’d not pointed it out, he wouldn’t have noticed it at all. It wasn’t even in a clearing, but it looked more like they’d built their homes right into forest. He estimated there were about thirty small buildings, but it was hard to tell since they were so well camouflaged. Cleasby took the spyglass from his pack, opened it, and surveyed the place. 

			“According to the latest maps, this is the only bit of civilization between here and the ruins,” Horner said.

			Civilization was an overstatement. While traveling on behalf of the army, Cleasby had seen some poor villages in Cygnar but never anything so backward as this place. He couldn’t even rightly call the structures houses. They were huts. Even with the telescope, it was hard to be sure from here, but it looked like everything was held together with rawhide and vines. 

			“It’s hard to believe in this day and age that humans live in such conditions.” 

			“They appear to be Clamorgan,” Horner stated, as if that explained everything. 

			Cleasby had read about the Clamorgan people in books. They were the small remnants of once mighty tribes that had existed long before Cygnar had become a nation. Most of them had assimilated, but there were still isolated communities inside both Cygnar and Ord. Beyond that, he knew very little about them. He lowered the spyglass. “I understand the hill folk like to keep to themselves.” 

			“They’re a clannish, superstitious lot. They certainly don’t like outsiders, but some are worse than others. I’ve dealt with a handful of enclaves like this over the years. Very few are friendly, but some are downright insular. This settlement wasn’t even known until the mining company found it while they were carving out the road through here. Even then, they’re a mile off, and we would’ve gone right by and never even known anyone lived in the area.” 

			He saw no signs of agriculture. “How does anyone survive out here?”

			“The same way their ancestors have forever—hunting and living off the land. They’re probably some of the finest woodsmen you’ll ever find. I imagine they take furs into Ironhead to trade for things they can’t make themselves, but other than that, the kingdom could cease to exist, and these people would probably never even notice. You don’t have to get too far away from our modern industrial society to find yourself back in the past.” Horner sounded almost wistful at the idea. 

			“You’re enjoying yourself, aren’t you?” Cleasby asked. 

			She made a broad sweeping gesture across the scenic view. “I’m not one for the stuffy halls of academia, lieutenant. The goal is to learn about the ancients, so put me out in the field with the wind in my hair and a shovel in my hands. There aren’t many of us with brains who can still go out in the wild and take care of ourselves. Truly, we could use someone like you.” 

			“I’m flattered.” From up here he could see all their wagons, but Cleasby also noticed there was another figure on the road ahead of them. At first he thought it might be a lone traveler, but he was stationary, as if waiting for the convoy to come to him. Cleasby lifted the spyglass again and twisted the rings until the figure was in focus. All he could tell was that the man was large of stature, standing in the middle of the road, arms folded, dressed in furs, and carrying no weapons that Cleasby could see.

			Then the man turned and looked straight back at him. 

			Cleasby lowered the spyglass. “I’d best get back to the convoy.” 

			Going downhill in armor was much faster than going up, so it only took Cleasby a few minutes to get back to his people, and he managed to do it without tripping and looking like a fool. The wagons were just going around the bend to where the man was waiting. Cleasby picked out the first Storm Knights he saw. “Hellogand, Langston, on me.” The men fell in without question as he walked with purpose to overtake the lead wagon. 

			The stranger was still there. As Cleasby approached, he got a better look at the man. He was far taller than Cleasby, broad shouldered but lean. His beard and hair were so long and unkempt it was difficult to guess his age. His clothing was made of brown leather and black fur, and the only weapon visible was an antler-handled hunting knife tied to his leg. There was a cord around his neck, decorated with claws taken from some large predatory animal. 

			On a narrow road such as this, it would be customary for the man on foot to step aside for the teams of oxen, but he didn’t seem so inclined. 

			“Good morning,” Cleasby called out. “Please excuse our passing.” 

			The stranger glared at Cleasby with barely concealed hostility. His lips parted in a sneer, but he didn’t speak. From his wild appearance, he was probably one of the Clamorgan from the nearby village.

			The driver of the lead wagon looked at the unmoving stranger, and then down at Cleasby as he strode past the slow moving wagon. “That fella don’t seem to feel the need to move out of the way, Army.”

			“Want that I should push him into the ditch, sir?” Hellogand asked. 

			“Hold on. Let me speak with him first,” Cleasby ordered. Something about this man was off…

			Cleasby stopped just out of arm’s reach and addressed the woodsman as politely as possible. “Hello, good sir. I don’t know what brings you to the road this fine morning, but we are on a mission of some urgency. Would you please step out of our way so we can pass?”

			“Your kind usually orders my kind,” the stranger said. His Cygnaran had a touch of a strange accent. “Your kind does not ask.” 

			“My kind? You speak of Storm Knights?”

			“The men who hide behind their blue armor are all the same to me.” The man’s black eyes narrowed dangerously. “Who are you to claim the title of storm?” 

			“Say the word, sir, and I’ll give this yokel a demonstration,” Langston threatened. 

			Cleasby held up one hand to silence Langston. “We are soldiers of the Cygnaran Army.” 

			“Cygnar do not belong here.” 

			Cleasby didn’t like how the woodsman phrased that. The proper term was Cygnaran, but he used the name of the kingdom as if it was nothing more than another tribe. “You are in Cygnar. Thus far, I’ve attempted to be polite, because politeness is a knightly virtue. So is patience, but you are testing mine right now, friend.” 

			“We are not your friends. You are intruders.” The oxen were getting closer to the stranger, so the man turned his attention to them and made a noise, almost like a growl, unnaturally low in his throat. The oxen balked. The driver whipped them, and the beasts stomped and grunted but wouldn’t go any farther forward. 

			The instant the woodsman made the noise, the hair on Cleasby’s neck stood up. He moved one hand to his storm glaive without thinking. “Who are you?” 

			The stranger was again trying to stare him down. “I speak for the mountain.”

			“These are King Leto’s mountains.” 

			“The mountain belongs to no man. The mountain does not want you here.” 

			He didn’t know what to make of that, but others were approaching to see what was going on. Baron Wynn was among them, and he seemed annoyed that they’d stopped. “Who is this man?” The professor saw the stranger, scowled, and then spoke in a strange language. 

			The woodsman seemed momentarily surprised, but then he responded in the same lilting tongue before switching back to his accented Cygnaran. “I did not expect a swan to know the language of the people.” 

			“What do you want, Clamorgan?” the professor demanded. “I’m about the king’s business and have no time for your games.” 

			“This mountain is a sacred place, not meant for your kind. The mountain holds only death for those who trespass. There are things here which hunger for your blood.” He reached up and stroked one of the claws on the necklace. Whatever animal it came from, the way it caught the light made it look sharp enough to cut right through flesh. “Whatever you seek, it is not worth your lives.” 

			“Are you threatening us?” Baron Wynn asked. 

			“I only give warning about what lies before you. Do with this as you wish.” 

			“Did you provide the same warning to the miners? Or to Baron Rathleagh’s men?”

			The woodsman seemed amused by the question. “The men who made this path? I was away, hunting, so no warning was given to them. Warning or no, the mountain does not grant mercy. It cannot forgive those who trespass.” 

			Enough of this. Cleasby stepped in front of the professor and got directly in the woodsman’s face. The Clamorgan didn’t budge. The two of them stared at each other, wills locked. Though the man’s manner was calm, there was violence behind those eyes, careless, barely controlled, as if incomprehensible savagery lay just beneath the surface. 

			Just the same, Cleasby said, “Move.” 

			The man leaned in so close that Cleasby could smell wood smoke and old sweat. “Go back to your world and live,” he whispered. “The mountain is not for pretty blue soldiers who think they can claim the storm. Continue and you will meet the Devourer.” 

			Cleasby didn’t bat an eye. “Now.” 

			After several tense seconds, the woodsman grudgingly gave ground. He walked off the road and into the tree line. But rather than continuing on his way, he stopped there, thirty feet away, to turn and watch them. Cleasby signaled for the wagons to move out, and this time the oxen responded, though the animals seemed nervous and reluctant to proceed. 

			“Damned dirt worshippers,” the professor muttered as they stood there, watching their watcher. 

			“You know him?” Cleasby asked. 

			“I know his kind, but only because I study the old ways.”

			“You said on the train that you respected the old ways.” 

			“Not the human sacrificing kind. Thankfully, they don’t do that sort of thing anymore, but I suspect the sentiment is still there. They have a convoluted belief system involving the Devourer Wurm. The ones who preach it are called blackclads. What we look back on as barbarity, they remember with fondness.” Wynn shook his head in disgust and then followed after the wagon.

			Cleasby kept an eye on the Clamorgan while the convoy continued past. The woodsman seemed amused by the whole spectacle. 

			“That one is interesting.” Acosta had appeared next to Cleasby. He’d forgotten the Ordsman had a way of materializing out of nowhere and making you jump. “From how he stands, he is a very accomplished warrior. Only I cannot tell what his fighting style is. It is one I am unfamiliar with.”

			“You can tell that by how someone carries themselves?” 

			“Of course. Can’t you? Perhaps I could learn from him.” 

			“By ‘learn,’ you mean fight to the death. You think he’s the one your Lady wants you here for?” Cleasby was joking. Mostly. 

			Acosta shrugged. “If you are concerned, I could go burn down his village.” 

			Cleasby realized he wasn’t sure if Acosta was serious or not, but it was better to be clear that he didn’t want any accidental massacres. “That won’t be necessary. Being rude isn’t a crime, and regardless of their beliefs, men are free to worship as they see fit in Cygnar.” Provided they didn’t deal with Infernals, gather into dangerous cults, or harm others, but that went without saying. “I’d think that of anyone here, you’d appreciate such a modern philosophy.” 

			Acosta gave a noncommittal grunt. For some reason, the Clamorgan kept touching the claws on his necklace as he watched the expedition members march past. 

			“What is he doing?” Acosta asked. “Is that some arcane trickery?” 

			“No.” Cleasby watched the Clamorgan’s fingers as they tapped out a rhythm on the claws. “He’s counting.” As the final wagon passed by, the Clamorgan’s fingers stopped moving, confirming Cleasby’s suspicion. “He counted our numbers.” 

			Acosta shouted to the woodsman. “What is your name?” 

			The Clamorgan took his time answering. “He who speaks for the mountain.” 

			“Fool. I did not ask your job! I asked your name. I would know the name of any man I might later have the pleasure of killing.” 

			 “That is your custom, to know the name of those whose lives you would take?” The Clamorgan seemed to approve of the idea. “Then I would know his.” 

			He was looking directly at Cleasby.

			It was part challenge, part threat, but Cleasby surprised himself by boldly announcing without hesitation, “Lieutenant Kelvan Cleasby, commanding officer of the 6th Platoon, 47th Storm Knights, and if you know what’s good for you, I’d better not see you again.”

			“I am Andras Caradoc, but do not worry.” The Clamorgan gave a savage grin as he stepped back into the forest. “You will never see me coming.” Within seconds, he had disappeared from view, as if he’d been a ghost. Acosta smirked.

			“It appears you have made a new friend, Cleasby. That did not go as expected. I must tell you, if you continue to steal my thunder, I will no longer be able to travel with you.” 
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			The others had been hidden, waiting for Caradoc to return. The Cygnar never spotted them. Despite lurking only a whisper away in the forest that had swallowed them, the soldiers’ eyes were too blind and their ears were too deaf to notice the others. That was because the others were no longer real people. That was what happened when you distanced yourself from the world. 

			“They are marching to the sacred place,” Andras Caradoc announced to his people. 

			One by one the others appeared until a dozen of his tribe converged on him. Ivor Haul leapt down from where he’d been perched high in a tree. His sister, Betrys, appeared a moment later. The Hauls were as determined as Caradoc was. They would not rest as long as outsiders treaded in the sacred place. 

			“Tonight?” 

			“Tonight,” Caradoc agreed. “They’re too stupid to turn back. They’ll die like the others. Eventually enough of them will disappear to make the ones back in their cities give up and leave us alone.” 

			“The Cygnar do not ever give up.” Lefan Guto was the oldest among them, but he was not their leader. Caradoc had proven himself the strongest, so their ways said that he was to lead; however, Guto was the elder, so it was his place to advise. “Questions, always with questions in their heads. The Cygnar are like dogs that latch on and clamp down with their jaws.” 

			“They’re puppies,” Ivor spat. “Their leader looks like a child.” 

			“No,” Caradoc said. “That blue soldier is more than he appears. There are over fifty, but I only saw a few real killers among them. The rest are irrelevant. He may look weak, but the killers all look to him. He has earned their respect somehow.”

			“What of their abominable machine?” the ever-cautious Guto asked. He pulled back the furs covering one shoulder, displaying the mass of scars from where he’d once been struck by a warjack. 

			“Their machine is a clumsy, metal copy of a true beast. It sleeps while they travel. We kill them before it has time to wake up, and then we’ll leave it there to rust.” 
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			 It was sundown at the end of their second day’s march when Corporal Pangborn walked up next to Cleasby and warned him, “I think we’re being watched.” 

			Pangborn was acting nonchalant, so Cleasby tried not to make it too obvious as he checked their surroundings. They should have reached their destination already, but they’d had to stop earlier in the day to clear a rockslide. Normally, they would have already made camp for the night, but according to the map, they were so close to the dig site that the professor had declared they needed to push on the rest of the way, even if it meant an hour or so of marching by lantern light. 

			Cleasby didn’t see anything suspicious. The road had turned into a rocky trail; it was much steeper and rougher going than before. And the fat evergreens were numerous enough to conceal an army in their shadows. 

			 “Where?”

			“Don’t know, lieutenant. Just a feeling, like there’s eyes on us. You hear that?”

			Cleasby couldn’t hear anything over the rhythmic creak of the wagon wheels, but being caught in a few explosions during the war hadn’t done any favors to his hearing. The workers had stopped their marching songs because they were climbing high enough that everyone was short of breath. They thought it was a bad hike, but none of them were wearing fifty pounds of metal and insulation as the Storm Knights were. Luckily, heavy infantry trained for such activity. While they’d complain the whole time, his men could even run the rest of the way if they had to. 

			“What am I listening for?” 

			“It’s too quiet,” Pangborn said. “Something’s scared the animals. At dusk, something is usually moving. But no birds, no insects even. Everything’s still.” 

			He’d not noticed that. Cleasby wasn’t enough of a woodsman to know how much noise the local fauna should be making, but the trees and brush were thick, and there were rock formations and ledges above them on both sides. It would be a good place for an ambush, but they weren’t close enough to any unfriendly border for it to be the military of another kingdom, and they were too far off well-traveled paths for it to be bandits. 

			“What do you think it is?” 

			“Don’t know, sir. Could be bogrin or mountain trollkin, maybe.” 

			“We passed that village this morning.” He sincerely hoped it wasn’t the creepy fellow, Caradoc, following them. Cleasby tried to understand other’s viewpoints, and to the clannish Clamorgan anyone from the modern world was seen as a dangerous outsider. Yet Caradoc had been so damned insolent about it. “Maybe some of their hunters are watching us?” 

			“I don’t think it’s a person,” Pangborn said. “There’s something else out here with us.” 

			Cleasby still couldn’t see anything, but Pangborn was a country boy who’d grown up stalking game. If he thought there was some sort of beast nearby, then there probably was. Among the possible catalog of things that might be stalking them, Cleasby thought he’d recognize most of them, though he had only seen drawings of dire trolls, but the very idea of one of the giant carnivores blundering across their convoy made him apprehensive. “I trust your gut. How long would it take to get Headhunter moving?”

			“From the wagon and cold, a few minutes to move and a bit longer to reach full power.” 

			“Charge your storm thrower and spread the word down the line. When you get to Headhunter, get him under steam. It’s not so far, he can walk the rest of the way and not use too much of our coal supply. I’ll go forward.” The big man immediately did as he was told. As Pangborn was lumbering off, Cleasby warned him. “Tell them not to cause a stir. If something intends us harm, I want it surprised that we’re ready.” 

			 Cleasby increased his own pace but was careful not to turn it into a run. The heavily laden wagons were slow over this terrain, so it wasn’t too hard to get to the front of the column. The Storm Knights were spread out across the convoy, and as he passed each one, it only took a few hand signals to let his men know to prepare for trouble. You could strike someone down with an unpowered storm glaive easily enough, but when the devices had time to charge up with electricity, they were far more destructive. He twisted the haft of his own glaive, and the storm chamber began to hum with arcane energy. 

			 Many of the workers were carrying firearms—an understandable precaution in the Wyrmwall—but even the ones who didn’t had access to picks, hammers, axes, or shovels to defend themselves with. It would take a really foolish—or hungry—beast to attack a group this big. 

			The convoy raised a great deal of dust, enough to choke those at the rear, so naturally, the professor was riding in the back of the lead wagon. Rank had its privileges. He saw Cleasby approaching. “Something wrong, lieutenant?” 

			“I’m not certain. Remain calm.” 

			Pickett was on the bench next to the driver. He gave Cleasby a nod of greeting, but his expression changed when he saw the serious look on Cleasby’s face. 

			“Something’s watching us. Don’t appear alarmed, but tell your laborers to prepare for trouble.” 

			“What’s—”

			“I don’t know yet. Just do as I say,” Cleasby commanded as he kept moving. 

			Thornbury and Younger were on point. Along with Clemency Horner, the two Storm Knights were ranging a hundred yards ahead of the rest of the convoy. Horner was checking for bad spots in the trail that could harm their wagons. This was not the kind of trail you wanted to run an ox team up after dark, but they’d planned to reach the dig site an hour ago. Yet that rockslide earlier had blocked a narrow part of the trail, causing a delay while the workers had to move enough debris out of their way for the wagons to pass. Otherwise, they’d have been in camp by now. 

			 Now that Pangborn had stirred his concerns, Cleasby had to consider the rockslide in a new light. But what if it hadn’t been an accident? What if somebody had intentionally delayed the expedition? What if someone wanted them caught out here in the dark, strung out in an indefensible line? 

			Cleasby saw that his Storm Knights had stopped and were looking at something ahead of them. As he got closer, he heard Horner cursing. A large tree had fallen across the trail. It was too big to lift and would need to be sawed into pieces. Cleasby surveyed the terrain. Conveniently, the tree had fallen in a spot where the ground was too steep for the wagons to go around, just as had been the case with the rockslide. It would be fully dark by the time they cleared the trail. 

			It was the perfect set up for an ambush. 

			“Thorny! Younger! Get back here!” Cleasby shouted. Then he turned back toward the lead wagon and began waving his arms at Pickett. “Draw the wagons together and prepare to defend.” Credit to his old friend, Pickett immediately repeated the command. It went down the line. Workers and scholars scrambled about as Storm Knights shouted directions at them. 

			Something moved in the bushes less than ten feet away. 

			Cleasby spun toward the noise. He couldn’t see what it was, but a branch was still shaking. He lifted his storm glaive. Thornbury, Younger, and Horner were running to join him. 

			“Movement to the left,” Cleasby warned. A bit farther up the slope, a branch snapped. Cleasby shifted his storm glaive, now shining with a crackling blue glow, and searched for a target. Where are you? 

			“Status?” Thorny asked. 

			“Don’t know yet. Can you tell if that tree was cut down?”

			Horner shook her head. “It was dead. It looks like it was blown down.” And then she must have realized what he was thinking. “But it could have been pushed.” 

			“Pushed?” Younger said. “That tree’s as big around as Headhunter. Whoever could push it over would have to be really strong.” 

			 “Or there are several of them. Move back to the wagons,” Cleasby told them. “I’ll cover you.” He walked backward, keeping his glaive pointed in the vague direction he suspected held something suspicious. 

			They made it back without further incident. The wagons were in more of a clump than a circle, but it was far more defensible than being spread out in a line. Fortunately, he’d halted them in a relatively flat spot. If they’d stopped at the fallen tree, they’d have been in a depression, giving any potential aggressors elevation. Rains was shouting at the workers to get the oxen unhitched and securely tied. Livestock had a tendency to bolt and run when a galvanic weapon was touched off anywhere near them. 

			Within a few seconds of surveying the scene, Cleasby had a fairly good idea who among the expedition had a clue and who would be utterly useless if anything bad happened. Some of the workers had their weapons ready and were hunkering down behind something solid. They were probably veterans or were at least familiar with danger. The same could be said for a couple of the university staff members. Horner certainly appeared to be competent with her scattergun, and Pickett had drawn his new repeater, but most of the others were wandering around, confused about why they’d suddenly stopped. A few of the workers were even having a laugh. They’d not seen anything more dangerous than a squirrel for miles and didn’t know why the Storm Knights were making such a fuss. In truth, neither did the Storm Knights, but they at least knew to trust Cleasby’s instincts. 

			“Anyone see anything?” 

			“Nothing yet,” Rains said. 

			The sun had sunk beneath the mountain; daylight was fading fast. “Where’s my warjack?” 

			Pangborn was up on the wagon, twisting valves on Headhunter’s back. Its eye slots were glowing yellow, and a cloud of black coal smoke slowly drifted from its twin stacks. The big man slammed the hatch and picked up his storm thrower. “He’s almost ready.” 

			The professor had climbed down from his wagon. “What’s the meaning of this, lieutenant?”

			“I think we’re about to be attacked.” 

			“By whom?”

			“If I knew that, your Lordship, I’d be shooting at them.” Cleasby scowled. A whole army could sneak up on the expedition with all the noise they were making. The chatter from the civilians was annoying him. “Everyone, quiet down!” 

			When nobody listened, Rains bellowed, “Shut your stupid mouths!” That got their attention. Nobody could yell quite as well as a non-commissioned officer. Of course, Cleasby knew, whatever was stalking them had heard it, too. Still, he could only work with what he had.

			“If you know how to fight, grab a weapon,” he shouted. “If you don’t know how to fight, get under the wagons and hide. I want eyes in every direction. If you see something, call out. Nobody moves past the wagons.” The last thing he wanted was some overeager chap to blunder out past the perimeter and get himself shot or electrocuted in the process. “It feels like something’s out there. It could be waiting for darkness. Stay put, no matter what you see.” 

			He must have sounded sincere because the attitude of the expedition rapidly changed. This was no longer fun and games. Good. Cleasby didn’t think they had much time. Whoever or whatever was watching them certainly knew by now that they’d lost the element of surprise. Depending on the enemy’s relative strength, they would either fall back or attack anyway. 

			Rains spoke to Cleasby quietly enough so the others couldn’t hear. “In a few minutes, we’re not going to be able to see a damned thing. I don’t think they’ll strike right away—we’re too fired up. If they’re coming, they’ll wait until we’ve decided it was a false alarm, and then they’ll swarm us while we sleep.” 

			As usual, Rains’ assessment was sound. Assuming there actually was a threat and not just a figment of his imagination, that’s how Cleasby would have done it. There wouldn’t be much light from the moons this deep in the trees, and it would be hard to keep watch in the pitch black. Lighting fires near the wagons would only ruin their night vision and make them better targets. “Send men to hang lanterns. Make a circle fifty paces out. I want to make anything coming at us have to cross the light.” Before he was even finished speaking, Rains was already signaling Langston and Bevy to do so. Cleasby added, “Younger, cover them. If anything comes near them, blast it.” 

			“Yes, sir!” The newest Malcontent snapped to and rushed to that side, his charged storm glaive buzzing with arcane energy. 

			The Storm Knights pulled lanterns from their pegs on the sides of the wagon, went into the tree line, and started tossing ropes over branches. Within a few minutes, it was so dark his men disappeared if they strayed far from the reach of their lanterns and glowing glaives. It became dark supernaturally quickly in the mountains. 

			The ogrun in charge of the laborers approached Cleasby. He wasn’t huge by ogrun standards, but he was probably still four hundred pounds of muscle and nearly two feet taller than Cleasby—and Cleasby was by no means a short man. “We can start hanging lanterns on that side. It’ll go faster.”

			“Appreciate it, friend.” 

			“The name is Raus.” The ogrun put two huge sausage fingers to his lips and whistled. It was nearly as loud as the steam whistle on the train they’d rode in on. Several laborers ran up, and Raus began giving them instructions. “See what those soldiers are doing? Do the same thing on that side of the trail. Hang ’em and get back, quick. Move!” Three of the laborers gathered up lanterns and rope, and the group ran into the trees. 

			While Cleasby signaled for more of his knights to cover those workers, Baron Wynn approached. It was obvious he wasn’t happy they’d been delayed again, but he was smart enough to realize his military escort wouldn’t have stopped without a good cause. “What do we do now, lieutenant?” 

			“Hunker down and wait. Whatever it is probably won’t be ready for storm weapons. They can be rather terrifying if you’re on the receiving end—”

			CRACK BOOM!

			A storm glaive discharged in a blinding blue flash. The blast was deafening. Most of the expedition practically leapt out of their shoes at the impact or dove for cover, but the Storm Knights instinctively turned toward the noise while lowering their visors. Younger had fired at a tree ten feet from where Bevy had been hanging a lantern. The trunk had been blasted into smoking pulp, and the top half of the tree was missing. Though the needles were wet and green, the lower half of the tree had burst into flame. Bevy hit the ground. His helmet slowly lifted, swiveled back and forth, and then the Storm Knight leapt to his feet. 

			The unexpected noise had made Cleasby’s ears ring, but he could hear Younger shout, “I had movement on the right! It was heading right for Bevy.” 

			The two Storm Knights in the woods had dropped their lanterns and were waving their arms. “Cease fire! Cease fire!”

			“Are you all right?” Cleasby shouted. 

			“Damn it, Younger. That was only an owl!” Bevy shouted. “It was a bloody bird!” 

			Younger looked at his Lieutenant apologetically. “I didn’t know what it was, sir.” 

			Cleasby’s initial reaction was to rip the private’s head off. Fire discipline was vital. A stray arc wouldn’t hurt a man in storm armor, but it would be devastating to any of the civilians in the way; however, he had ordered Younger to blast anything that came near those men. He’d have a talk with the private about target identification later, but right now he had a convoy to secure.
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			When Caradoc closed his eyes, he could still see the glowing line. That bolt of lightning hadn’t come from the sky but rather from one of the Cygnar’s glowing swords. The one called Cleasby had not lied: the Cygnar had claimed the storm. Caradoc had heard rumors that their army had learned to harness lightning. Seeing proof of it with his own eyes was disquieting. The soldiers he’d fought before had been armed with swords and guns. This time, it seemed, the Cygnar had sent their elite. Their blasphemous technology was a pale imitation of nature’s true fury, but these soldiers were mightier than expected. 

			Caradoc signaled for his hidden warriors to hold their positions. He had expected to harass and terrify the blue men tonight, to cull their weak, and to send the rest running back to their “civilization” in terror. They would know his fury, and he would water the mountain with their blood. How dare these intruders enter the holy place and pollute it with their filth. But now things had changed.

			Guto moved silently through the brush until he was close enough to communicate with Caradoc, but Caradoc already knew what he would say. The elder was going to urge caution. Without the element of surprise, they risked losing too many warriors. 

			While on the hunt, they communicated with minimal language, using hand signals and a few hissed words. In this way, Caradoc conveyed, I will not let them pollute our sacred ground. 

			Guto responded: If we die now, then none will stop them. Summon the rest of the tribe, then hunt them. 

			Below them, the Cygnar were preparing themselves. Their leader was not physically strong, but he was proving to be clever. He’d sensed the ambush and thwarted their plan. Caradoc vowed to personally gut Cleasby for this insult. Guto waved for his attention.

			They are on our ground, Caradoc. Tomorrow they will see what became of their friends. Let them know fear. Let their fear gnaw at their guts. They are herd animals. They will hide in their corral. We will pick off those who stray, and when we are many, we will take them all. 

			As much as Caradoc wanted to slaughter them now, the elder was right. So, he signaled for the warriors to fall back. He could not stop these wretched intruders from reaching their sacred ruins, but he would make sure they never left. 
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			Just before dawn, Lieutenant Cleasby awoke to a very grumpy camp. It was cold, wet, and miserable. It had begun drizzling halfway through the night. His Storm Knights had doubled up on watch, so they hadn’t slept much, and when they had, it had been inside their armor. No matter how much one trained for that, having to sleep in full gear was utter misery. Storm armor was insulated to keep them from being electrocuted while using their weapons, but that meant once moisture got inside, it tended to stay trapped there. Since he’d allowed no fires to be built inside the circle of wagons, once his team got damp, they stayed damp. 

			It took a moment for Cleasby to realize he was lying in the mud. His sleeping position hadn’t been a puddle when his watch had ended a few hours before, but such was the nature of establishing an emergency camp in a really stupid position. He sat up and gathered his helmet and gauntlets. A smart soldier always put his kit in the same position so he could find it in a hurry, even in the dark. With a frown, he turned his helmet over and let the rainwater pour out of it. 

			“Good morning, lieutenant,” Rains greeted him with far too much enthusiasm. The sergeant’s armor was covered in mud and pine needles. He handed Cleasby an opened ration tin with a spoon stuck in it. “Nothing new to report. How are you?”

			“Cold, wet, and aching. So no one came to massacre us, I take it?” He took the tin and shoveled some of the brown mush into his mouth. It was edible. When it came to military rations, Thorny made sure it was nothing but the best for the 6th—this potted meat probably contained very little retired cavalry horse. 

			“We saw nothing at all. There was some grousing during the night about there never being any real threat at all, that we slept in this ditch for no reason, and if we’d pushed on as planned, we could’ve made it to the miner’s stockade and slept in comfort.” 

			Cleasby wouldn’t have minded a warm cot himself, but Madigan had taught him that when a leader made a call, he had to stick with it and see it through. He spoke with his mouth full of food. “Who’s complaining?”

			“Sadly, no one I can punish with push-ups. Laborers, mostly, saying they signed up to dig holes, not sleep in them, but Raus is a no-nonsense type, and he won’t risk Horner not paying them. When that ogrun told them to quit their crying, they did.” 

			“Wake the others. It’s time to move out. Even with this weather, it shouldn’t take us long to get to the dig site.”

			“Be thankful for the rain, Cleasby. It’ll keep Private Younger from burning the forest down should he be startled by any other owls.” 

			“That poor bird never knew what hit it,” Cleasby muttered. 

			The atmosphere of the expedition’s members was sullen, and Cleasby caught several hostile glares aimed in his direction. They saw the young lieutenant as the source of their uncomfortable night. Baron Wynn was eager to leave, and he only gave Cleasby a greeting of minimal politeness. Apparently the professor wasn’t pleased about the “unnecessary” delay either, but Cleasby chose not to let it get to him. It was more important to be safe than popular. 

			The rain had tapered off, but the trees were cloaked in a mist so heavy it might as well have been fog. Or maybe they were so high up now these were actually clouds. It was hard to tell from inside them. Despite the poor visibility, Cleasby was still feeling much better with the sun up. Horner already had a work crew prepared to move the fallen tree, and that team was ready with axes, saws, and chains. Cleasby sent two Storm Knights to keep an eye on them. Three, if you counted Acosta, who had decided to follow them. Cleasby knew from the invasion that Acosta usually roamed wherever he liked, and giving the Ordsman orders was an exercise in futility. 

			A few minutes after the crew started cutting, Acosta returned, holding a two-foot-long strip of bark. The mercenary seemed excited. He handed it to Cleasby without comment, so Cleasby took it and tried to determine what was interesting about it. 

			“So you peeled this from a tree… I’m no ranger, Acosta. What am I looking at? Are these cuts?”

			“Yes, but your laborers did not lay a hand on that piece. It was already like that.”

			“Was the tree cut down then?” Cleasby couldn’t help but smile. He’d been vindicated. If it had been cut down, that meant someone had purposefully been trying to stop them. “I knew it. Someone took an axe to it.”

			“That is no axe, my friend.” Acosta opened his hand, splaying his fingers as widely as possible. Several inches beyond each fingertip were corresponding gashes. “I think those are claw marks from where several creatures held on as they tore the tree’s roots from the ground.”

			 Cleasby’s smile slowly died. 
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			 The miners’ camp was a welcome sight. It was a symbol of warm food and dry beds. The miners had even constructed a sturdy palisade wall. The logs were tall, thick, and sharpened to a point to keep out the local animals. The fort itself was located at the entrance to a rocky valley. The rough doors were open just a crack, as if inviting them in. 

			Cleasby thought, Something is wrong. 

			He shouted for the convoy to come to a halt. 

			As the wagons stopped along the muddy trail, the professor called out, “Oh, what’s the hold up now, lieutenant?” 

			It was hard to put a finger on it, but something about the fort wasn’t right. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Cleasby muttered.

			Rains was standing next to him. “There’s no smoke. A cold morning like this, wouldn’t you have a fire going?” 

			“It’s just too quiet.” There were supposed to be a dozen miners here, and Rathleagh had left a squad of hired guards. Neither group was the type to sleep in. Nervous because of the giant claw marks, Cleasby had had Pangborn walk Headhunter the rest of the way in, and a six-and-a-half ton warjack made quite a bit of noise. “They should have heard us coming.” 

			“Cleasby!” Baron Wynn couldn’t hear their conversation, but that didn’t stop him from shouting from his seat on the lead wagon. “I appreciate your caution, but enough of this nonsense. We’ve got work to do!” 

			“We’re going to check it out first,” Cleasby called back.

			Wynn demonstrated that he was remarkably spry for his age by hopping down from the wagon. The annoyed professor headed straight for Cleasby. “I picked you for this expedition because you appreciate the value of scholarly investigation. Risk is justified in the name of science. If I wanted to be coddled the whole time, I could have asked for anyone else in the entire army!” 

			He needed to escape before Wynn caught up. “I’m going in.” 

			“You’re the officer,” Rains said. “Let me do it.” 

			“I’ve got it.” In truth, he didn’t want to stay here with an irritable noble and a bunch of surly academics. “I’m feeling expendable,” Cleasby said as he started toward the fort. 

			Rains whistled and then gave hand signals for some of the other Storm Knights to form up on Cleasby. The rest would protect the expedition. Turning his helmet, Cleasby saw that Thorny and Allsop were following him. A moment later, Acosta decided to tag along as well. Poor Rains would have to deal with the impatient baron alone. 

			The palisade logs were built tight, but there were enough gaps here and there for him to see through and get a glimpse of the bunkhouse and outbuildings—but there was no movement. The Storm Knights reached the wooden gate. Peeking through the opening, they could still see no signs of life. 

			“Hello there!” Cleasby called. “Is anyone home?” 

			“Bravo, sir,” Thorny said. “If it’s an ambush, that certainly put them off their game.” 

			“Beats getting shot by accident by a jumpy mercenary.” 

			Cleasby pushed the gate open. The hinges were rusty old things, probably salvaged from mining equipment, and they made a very loud creak in protest. The heavy chain used to secure it was useless, dangling from the inside. An open padlock lay in the mud. 

			“Charge glaives.” 

			 Their group walked into the compound. The interior was bigger than Cleasby had thought it would be, but the miners had found such a rich strike that they’d likely erected the walls in anticipation of it becoming a much larger operation. The ground was soft and muddy; crates and supplies were stacked everywhere. They’d built a rough stable and a shed to keep their hay dry, but there was no sign of any animals. A few smaller outbuildings nearby were either just recently finished or still under construction. Valuable tools had been left on the ground to rust. A discarded boot stood alone in the middle of a shallow puddle. 

			“Hey,” Allsop was standing next to the palisade. He pointed at a splintered hole that looked like a large caliber bullet hole. It struck Cleasby as odd: if they’d been attacked, he assumed the bullet holes would be on the outside of the fort. 

			The biggest structure was the bunkhouse. Cleasby nodded toward it, and the Storm Knights approached, glaives ready. Acosta followed them: only the Ordsman hadn’t even bothered to ready his two swords. His visor was open, and he seemed slightly amused by the whole affair. 

			Cleasby felt a growing sense of dread. Twenty men didn’t just disappear into thin air. Even if most of them were working at the ruins, someone would have remained here. 

			The bunkhouse was basically a really big log cabin, but it looked like the miners had put in a lot of effort to make it sturdy. They’d had to because winter here would undoubtedly be brutal. There were windows, but nobody would send expensive, heavy glass panes out to a place like this, so the windows were covered in tarps for insulation. Cleasby carefully lifted one corner to peek inside, but from his angle, he could only see a couple of stools and a table. A cloud of flies came buzzing through the gap, followed by a terrible, putrid stench, so thick and pungent that it made him gag. 

			A bad sign.

			Thorny went up the steps, looked to Cleasby for confirmation, and then tried the door. It wasn’t locked. He swept inside, ready for a fight, and Allsop rushed in behind him. 

			Acosta was smiling. He had picked up the lone boot. 

			“What’s so funny?” Cleasby demanded. 

			“I don’t know what manner of horrible thing happened here yet, but I knew I was supposed to come along.” 

			“I still hold onto some hope that your Lady is mistaken.”

			Acosta chuckled. “Doubtful.” He tossed the boot to Cleasby, who caught it with one gauntlet, flinched, and then dropped it when he realized there was still a foot inside. 

			Thorny and Allsop came stumbling out of the bunkhouse. Thorny lurched to the side, opened his visor, and threw up. 

			Allsop’s face was pale as a sheet. “You’d better see this, lieutenant. We found somebody, but it isn’t pretty.” 

			Cleasby had seen a lot of horrors on the battlefield, and he’d found that the best way to bear the shock was to be as clinically detached as possible. He tried to look at scenes of carnage no differently than if he were taking a dissection exam at the university. After all, it was just the same bits and pieces; only these were rearranged, usually in a rather dynamic fashion. It was easy for him to tell himself that lie, and it helped get the job done, but it still didn’t completely stop the nightmares. 

			Inside the bunkhouse, the smell was even worse. The blue glow of his sword provided sufficient light to see the single body inside, slumped in a chair—male, age indeterminate. His clothing suggested he had been one of Rathleagh’s mercenaries. From the state of decay, Cleasby guessed the man had been dead for at least a week, and that was the moment when Cleasby’s scientific detachment came in handy—the dead man was missing the top-half of his head, the contents of his skull decorating the surroundings. Judging by the scattergun on the floor and the pattern of holes and dried brains delicately splattered across the ceiling, it had been a suicide. 

			Acosta entered and pulled away the tarps to let in some fresh air. He appeared to be as actually casual about the sight as Cleasby was pretending to be. “Well, this one’s got both feet, so that means at least two casualties. Or perhaps only this one, and the other is still hopping about on one foot.” 

			Trying to dismiss the carnage, Cleasby looked for any other clues as to what had happened here. Personal packs and clothing were still stored beneath the bunks. Some of the beds had been made while others were messy. Food stores and wine bottles were still in their places, undisturbed even by animals. Nothing appeared to have been rummaged through or stolen. There wasn’t even a sign of a fight inside the bunkhouse. 

			Yet something had happened to cause everyone to go missing—mostly—and one fellow had blown his own head off over it.

			Cleasby had a sudden, compelling urge to be outside. “We’d best tell the others.”

			But the others hadn’t waited. As Cleasby walked down the steps, the first of the wagons was already rolling into the fort. Rains was waiting for him, looking rather apologetic. “I’m sorry. I told them to stay put, but the baron was eager to get to business. When there was no yelling or lightning from you, he demanded we proceed and said that I’d have to physically restrain him to keep him there.”

			Cleasby shook his head. “I’m surprised you didn’t.”

			“It was sorely tempting,” Rains muttered. “Nobles can be such entitled whiners.” 

			“I heard that,” Thornbury complained. He was still leaning on the corner of the bunkhouse, his breakfast now at his feet. “I’m fine now. Thank you for asking. I’ve seen such things before, but it was just that ungodly stench that got to me. It was so thick, it was like being smacked in the face with a wet skunk.”

			Cleasby didn’t see the professor among those entering the fort. “Where’s Wynn?”

			“He was right…” Rains turned. Then he said something in Idrian that had to be profanity. There was no sign of Pickett either. “They were right behind me.” 

			“Unbelievable,” Cleasby muttered. “They’ve gone straight to the dig site.” They had no reason to believe they were in danger, he realized, so their excitement had gotten the better of them. “No one can be quite as stupid as a genius.”

			“Oh, the irony hearing you say that,” Thornbury declared. 

			“Thorny can fill you in, Rains. Secure this position. I want everyone accounted for, and then I want you to lock this place down. I’m going after them.” 

			Rains kicked at the boot with the severed foot in it. “No one should go anywhere by themselves, including us.” 

			“I’ll watch him.” Acosta came down the steps. “Besides, I feel like seeing these ruins that have caused such a fuss.” 

			Rains gave the mercenary a very suspicious glare but moved aside to let Acosta pass. Cleasby led him away, braced for drama.

			The path toward the mine was well used and easy to see from the fort’s entrance, so it must have been too much of a temptation for the professor to bear waiting even another minute. Cleasby walked after them. There were three sets of fresh footprints in the mud leading up the side of the mountain. Given that two sets were normal size and the third was enormous, Cleasby determined that Wynn had ordered the ogrun Raus to go with them. 

			“They will be safe,” Acosta assured him. “I’ve met Raus before. He’s a good fighter, even used to be a trencher in your beloved Cygnaran Army.” 

			“Oh?” There weren’t that many ogrun in the army, and most of them wound up as trenchers. He’d only spoken to Raus briefly, but the ogrun had struck him as competent and professional. Those were the traits you needed if you expected to live to retirement in the infantry. “He never mentioned it.” 

			“Probably because he deserted in Llael, fled, changed his name, and now works with his hands instead of a gun.” Acosta paused. “Does this offend you?”

			“Desertion is incredibly dishonorable.” 

			“Ah. Then forget I said anything. I must have mistaken this ogrun for a different one. Yet, who are you to say when someone has had his fill of war? Should that not be every man’s choice to make for himself?” 

			“That’s not how it works. You never abandon your brothers.” Cleasby felt like a hypocrite as soon as the words left his mouth, but then he realized Acosta was simply baiting him. Having philosophical arguments with a murderous Thamarite was as frustrating as chasing down obstinate nobles, but at least the conversation was taking his mind off their tense situation while they walked. “As if you believe anyone can ever get tired of fighting.”

			“I may not understand it, but I can see it happens to other, lesser men. I am addicted to mastering combat like the weak are drawn to drink or games of chance—or as your professor lusts after new discoveries.”

			“Addicts can’t see clearly because their desire overrides their sense,” Cleasby grumbled as he climbed. 

			“Which is why I make so many friends, like you and Madigan before you—both so blessed when it comes to finding conflict, and by so doing, helping me achieve my destiny.” 

			“You’re implying that my fulfilling my sworn duty is somehow enabling your nefarious ends? Well, you’re going to be out of luck soon. My term of enlistment ends in a couple of months. I’m done.” 

			“What? Don’t be silly, Cleasby. You may have deluded yourself into thinking otherwise, but you are still one of those obnoxious, righteous hero types. Men such as you are too busy looking for wrongs to right to ever allow themselves peace. You are incapable of putting yourself ahead of others. Come to think of it, we are very different in that respect.” 

			“Honestly, I’m tired of people counting on me.” Truth be told, it felt good to tell that to someone, even if Acosta was insane. “One mistake, one bad call, and men die. Sometimes, even when I do everything right, they still die. I’m worn as thin as my marching boots. It might not faze you, but when I lay my head down at night, every soldier I’ve ever let down haunts me. Better men than I can ever be look to me for answers. Then they do what I tell them, somehow believing I’m right the whole time. I can see it in their faces—they actually think I know what I’m doing. I swear their faith is heavier than this armor.” 

			“You only feel this way because you have not had a good enough war recently. It has given your doubts time to fester. In the midst of battle, you do not have these questions, do you?”

			“No.” Cleasby hadn’t ever really thought about it that way. “Never at the time.”

			“You see? When you must, you act decisively and do what you need to win! I have served with many armies and met more foolish young officers than I can count. They think only of their names and their medals. You think of your men first and yourself seldom, if at all. This is a concept utterly foreign to me. I am my own army, but if I were a mere soldier, I would be able to tolerate officers such as you. And the peacock officers? Them, I would stab in the back at the first opportunity.”

			“Thanks.” It was a strange feeling, receiving a compliment from Acosta. “I think.” 

			“Your path is very different from mine, but Madigan taught you well.” 

			“I’m still not changing my mind.” 

			“Eh, you will, but if you should happen to retire, I have made sure to accumulate friends like you in many lands. One kingdom’s worth of conflict is insufficient for my needs. Otherwise I might be in danger of becoming bored.”

			Cleasby chuckled. “Raus became a laborer, and I’m going back to being a scholar. What happens if you ever get your fill of war?”

			Acosta grinned. “That can only happen once I’ve learned all the mysteries of conflict and have grown skilled enough to defeat any opponent.”

			“No offense, but it’s doubtful you’ll live that long.” 

			“Possibly. But just imagine if I do.” 

			Cleasby would rather not and instead focused on the footprints. They were catching up. The path was well maintained and the going was quick. They began passing test holes bored into the dark rock and larger shafts supported by logs. According to the information gathered by Horner, they’d begun digging at this out-of-the-way location because of some promising gold deposits. So far, Cleasby had seen no other signs of a battle and no clues to the whereabouts of the missing miners. The rain had obliterated any older tracks. 

			Because the ogrun was nearly eight feet tall, they spotted Raus first, standing in front of a cleft in the rock. The professor was pointing inside and giving instructions about where to dig next. Pickett was down on his hands and knees examining something. As Cleasby got closer, he saw it was an actual wall of stone, carved from the mountain, so old, weathered, and covered in plant life that it had been perfectly camouflaged. Most of the wall was still obscured, but parts of it had been cleared away, revealing badly eroded carvings of curves, hooks, and crescents. 

			“Hello, lieutenant! We’ve found it!” the Professor exclaimed. He was positively giddy, even bouncing around a bit, like a child who’d just been given a present to unwrap. “I can’t believe it! This is even more extraordinary than I imagined. Since Rathleagh left, they’ve opened whole other sections. This is the entrance to an entire complex!” 

			“Fascinating as that is, your Lordship, the miners are missing.” 

			“Except for the ones we found in pieces,” Acosta added. 

			“What?” It took a moment for that to sink in. “Drat.” The professor looked longingly at the entrance to the ruins. “But we just got here.”

			“I knew something felt strange.” The ogrun spit on the ground. “There’s a darkness on this mountain. I’d best get back to my men.” 

			“Hold on. Is there any immediate danger, lieutenant?”

			“I’ll feel better pondering that question while in the shadow of my warjack, your Lordship.” 

			“Cleasby is right.” Pickett stood up. He’d been reading the carvings along the ground of the entrance. “This is making me nervous. We’d better go back, professor.” 

			“This will only take a few minutes. I just need to see something in the first chamber. Your men are protecting the others, and we’re safe here with you, lieutenant.” Baron Wynn shoved his way past his assistant. “I’ve come all this way, I’m not leaving without at least confirming my suspicions about this place.” 

			Cleasby didn’t know what suspicions the professor was talking about, but before he could ask, the old man had gone inside. Pickett gave Cleasby an apologetic look and shrugged. Frustrated and grinding his teeth, Cleasby went after the professor. 

			Acosta called after him. “I’m already a criminal in this country. I would be glad to hit your nobleman over the head and place him in a sack.”

			“I’ll carry that sack back down the mountain,” the ogrun volunteered. 

			Pickett moved out of Cleasby’s path. “I tried to talk him into listening to you, but he’d heed no—”

			“I know.” Cleasby was focused on getting his charge to safety, even if that meant dragging him from the ruin by his beard. The entrance was huge, big enough to get a light ’jack through, though Headhunter probably wouldn’t fit. A yellowish light activated inside; the professor had apparently brought along a bright alchemical lantern. “Professor! We need to go back.” 

			“I only need a moment,” he shouted back. 

			The interior of the place was in far better shape than the exterior. Cleasby paused to take in the sheer number of carvings. In the entry hall alone, every single fitted stone told a story. Some had been eroded away by dripping water, but hundreds more remained. There was so much knowledge here. 

			The professor had already gone around the corner. “This won’t take long, Cleasby. I only have to check one thing.” 

			There was a grunt and a thud. The light source suddenly dropped and bounced across the floor. The professor must have tripped and fallen or banged his head on something. Serves him right, Cleasby thought. “Are you hurt?” 

			He stepped around the corner. This chamber was much larger. The lantern was on the ground, casting its yellow beam at an odd angle. Professor Wynn suddenly lurched forward into the light, wide-eyed and fearful. Someone had seized him from behind. 

			“Unhand me!” He quit struggling when a knife was placed against his throat. The attacker forced Wynn around, using him as a human shield. The knife caught the light as it shifted—it was a huge hunting knife, lightly pressed under the right side of Wynn’s jawbone, against the artery. The professor gasped and stood on the tips of his toes. “Ah!” 

			“Stop!” Cleasby shouted. He took a step toward them. 

			 “Come any closer and I slit his throat.” Surprisingly, the attacker was a woman. She was so dirty that it was hard to make out any of her features except for her eyes, which were blue, full of fear, and rapidly flicking back and forth, searching for danger. “Not another step.” 

			Cleasby lifted both hands to show they were empty. His glaive was hanging over his shoulder. “Let him go.” 

			 “Sorry, Cleasby,” Baron Wynn croaked. 

			“Shut up!” the woman shouted. The professor flinched as the knife moved against his skin. Her hand was shaking badly. Her appearance suggested she was wild, erratic, and out of control. 

			“Remain calm.” Cleasby’s advice wasn’t intended for the woman alone but also for the professor—and for Cleasby himself. 

			“How do I know you’re not with them?” 

			Them? He needed to tread cautiously. The woman appeared to be in terrible shape, but the big knife wasn’t. Even from here it looked sharp enough to slice right through the professor’s neck. Her hair was matted with dried blood. What was visible of her face peeked over her hostage’s shoulder and was damp with sweat. She was ill, he guessed, and was likely suffering from a fever, given her erratic behavior and appearance. 

			“They tried to kill me, just like they killed my patrol, but I got away.” 

			Patrol? “I’m Lieutenant Cleasby. Cygnaran Army.”

			“The army?” There was a note of hope in her quivering voice. “Which unit?” 

			“6th of the 47th Storm Knights. We’re here to help.” He realized he was still standing in the shadows; she couldn’t see him very well. “Let me step into the light so you can see my armor.”

			For just a moment, the knife moved away from the professor’s neck—but then the others came blundering into the chamber. 

			“What’s going on in here?” Pickett asked. 

			The woman seemed to be calming until she saw the hulking form of Raus. “You’re with the monsters!” She pulled back on the professor’s collar, dragging him deeper into the chamber. “I’ll cut his throat! I’ll do it!” 

			Pickett drew his repeater. “Professor!” 

			“Hold your fire!” Cleasby shouted. He doubted Pickett was a good enough shot. “Wait, ma’am. Please.” There was no way to know what kinds of hallucinations were going through her fevered mind. “That’s not a monster. He’s just an ogrun.” 

			“Hello,” Raus said cautiously. 

			“Just an ogrun?” she demanded suspiciously, but she calmed just a bit.

			“Yes, a friendly one at that, come all the way out here to dig holes for the army,” Raus said. It was remarkable to Cleasby that someone so large with such a deep voice could somehow manage to be soothing. “If you stab that old human in the neck, I won’t get paid.” 

			Acosta had silently entered the room and was shifting around to the side while she was focused on the others. Cleasby hoped to solve this without violence, but he couldn’t risk saying anything to Acosta without setting her off again.

			Cleasby slowly walked in front of the dropped lantern until it illuminated his storm armor. “See? Cygnaran Army. Like I said, we’re here to help.” 

			She blinked quickly, as if she were having a hard time focusing on him. “Praise Morrow. It’s true.” She took a deep breath, then moved the hunting knife away from the professor’s neck and let go of his collar. “We have to get out of here. They’ll kill us all.”

			“Don’t worry. It’s over.” 

			“Yes.” Acosta had gotten close enough that he slugged her in the side of the head with one metal-clad fist. She collapsed in a heap. Her knife went skidding across the floor. “It is.” 

			“Damn it, Acosta. I had her talked down. She was surrendering.” 

			The Ordsman spread his hands apologetically. “Be thankful I didn’t cut her head off, as was my initial inclination.” 

			Pickett rushed to his mentor’s side. “Are you all right, professor?”

			“Fine, I’m fine.” Wynn touched his neck and then looked at his hand, checking for blood. It was clean. “This lunatic took me by surprise.” He looked down and asked hesitantly, “Is she dead?” 

			Cleasby knelt down. The woman was still breathing, but Acosta had knocked her senseless. He removed one gauntlet and touched her forehead. As he’d suspected, she was burning with fever. No wonder she’d been so erratic. She had on a dark cloak, tattered and stained with blood; the bandages wrapped around her forearms suggested most of the blood was probably her own. It was dried now, but he suspected some of the wounds had become infected. He opened the cloak and discovered the uniform of a Cygnaran Ranger beneath it. 

			“She’s alive.” 

			“What was she babbling about?” Pickett asked. 

			 Monsters. 
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			PART II: THE LEADERS

			Andras Caradoc had sounded the war horns. The piercing noise had echoed through the mountains, had been heard in other isolated villages, and repeated until his call for help had been carried up and down the Wyrmwalls. 

			The call would not be denied. Many had forgotten the old ways, but those of the clan who had taken on the skins, they remembered where they came from. They would answer. The horn was reserved for dire emergencies. It would not take long for more warriors to reach Caradoc, and then the blue soldiers would be driven from the sacred place. 

			But the blackclads arrived first. 

			There was a circle of stones within the village that had been there since before the Clamorgan had learned to count time. It was believed that only the druids knew how to use these stones. Others could travel through the stones, but only when guided by a druid. Caradoc’s own warriors were often summoned through the stones, sent to faraway places to fight, and then brought back when their services were no longer required. 

			The hooded man who appeared in the middle of their village that afternoon was a Wayfarer, one of the Circle messengers’ most gifted at traveling through the stones. Caradoc knew the druid as soon as he arrived because he was the one who smelled like desert. He was thin and dark skinned, hailing from a distant people far to the east, but the Wilding happened everywhere and did not care about lines on a map. The druid was called Zamir the Sun Caller, and he had come to the village in the past to summon Caradoc’s warriors to fight on the Stormlord’s behalf. 

			The village was quiet. Even the youngsters knew not to make a sound when one of the blackclads came. It was the leader’s responsibility to hear the Wayfarer’s message, even when he knew it would not be good news. So, Caradoc left his wives and children in their home and went to speak to the druid. 

			Zamir did not waste time on pleasantries. “You have blown the horn, Caradoc. Why?”

			“It is a matter for our tribe alone. It does not concern the rest of the Circle.” 

			“It is not for you to decide what concerns the Stormlord,” Zamir snapped. 

			Like all druids, Zamir was powerful, but Caradoc knew he could still tear the little man apart. Caradoc tolerated such insolence only because he had entered a pact to obey Zamir’s master, so he ensured his tone left no doubt that he would not tolerate insult, “Outsiders are destroying the birthplace of the first. We can’t rest until this blasphemy is stopped. They must be killed.” 

			“It has come to our attention that you have been killing many Cygnarans here recently. Perhaps too many.”

			“There is no such thing.”

			“I would agree in principle, but your zealotry endangers our plans.”

			“I’m chief here. I decided what is best.” 

			Zamir scowled. “Your pride blinds you, Caradoc. Too many deaths in one place cannot be blamed on the wilderness alone. Arouse their insatiable curiosity and the Cygnarans will send more patrols, more armies, and more machines until you have no way to hide what you really are. Draw enough attention and Cygnar will crush you and drive your people from these mountains. The Stormlord will not have his plans interrupted because of your petty feuds.” 

			“There is nothing petty about protecting the sacred place,” Caradoc spat. “It’s the duty of my tribe to keep trespassers from that mountain. It was our heritage from long before we allied with you. The only reason they were allowed a foothold to build near our shrine was because my warriors were away, serving the Circle for too long.” 

			“Do you wish for me to say the Potents appreciate your sacrifice? Your head swells, Caradoc. Don’t forget: the Circle made you. It can replace you just as easily.” 

			Caradoc resisted the urge to break the little man in half. It was true the Circle had given his tribe great power, but that fact galled him. His tribe had always worn the skins and taken the savage power of wild beasts upon them. That was why his tribe had been the first to accept the druid’s elixir centuries before. The old ways, handed down from the Molgur, had prepared them. They had always transformed in mind, but the Circle made it so they could transform their bodies as well. The Circle had created many like them since, but they were pale imitations of the first tribe. His tribe. 

			“We have a long history with the Circle. For generations, my people have fought for the druids’ cause, but in exchange you blackclads were supposed to protect our lands. What have we gotten in return? While you druids scheme and plot, Cygnar builds more cities and breeds like vermin. Their trains cut through our forests, spew filth, and cut holes through our mountains. My people dwindle in unbelief. Villages shrink and our young flee, tempted by the malignant civilization. Fewer of our young follow the old ways and take up the skins. And through all this, where are you blackclads?” 

			“We are working on great things that will restore balance to the whole world, things far beyond your meager comprehension.” 

			This exchange was placing Caradoc in a difficult position. His people were watching. Caradoc did not consider Zamir significant or formidable—he was but a lackey for the truly powerful master—but most in Caradoc’s tribe saw Zamir as a priest of the Devourer Wurm, someone to be feared and respected; however, a few of Caradoc’s warriors had come out of their huts to listen, and tolerating an insult in front of them would lead to whispers and possibly challenges to his leadership. Caradoc could not abide such things, especially now. He reached out and grabbed Zamir’s cloak with one rough hand, dragging the tiny man close, and snarled. “Work faster, because we tire of games. Deliver your message and be gone from my sight, Wayfarer.”

			Zamir was offended by Caradoc’s hold on his cloak, but he was unafraid. Attacking him would be the same as attacking his master, and no chief was that foolish. “The Stormlord has need of your warriors elsewhere again. You’re to gather them and follow me through the stones.”

			“We’re not going anywhere until these outsiders are dealt with.” Caradoc tightened his grip on Zamir’s cloak.

			“Come to your senses. There is nothing of real value in that place. Those ruins hold nothing but memories.” 

			“Look around you, Wayfarer. Memories are all my people have left.” 

			Zamir was not used to such disobedience. “You would dare disobey the will of the Stormlord?” 

			“To protect what is sacred.” Caradoc had to be careful. The Stormlord Krueger’s wrath was legendary, but Caradoc could not show weakness now. “Tell your master that we must deal with the intruders first, and then we will serve.” Caradoc unclenched his fist and let go of the druid.

			Zamir gave him a cold glare as he brushed the dirt from his black robes. “I will return in two days. If your warriors are not here, ready to depart, there will be consequences, skinwalker.” The druid returned to the standing stones without another word, stepped inside the circle, and was gone. 

			It took a moment to rein in his anger. Caradoc could feel the weight of his people’s eyes on him—they were curious, maybe even afraid, of what their chief would do. Failing to obey Krueger would endanger them all, but the idea of letting outsiders continue to destroy their heritage was unbearable. More warriors would arrive soon, but two days was not enough time to ensure a one-sided massacre against the Cygnar. Striking too soon would be risky. 

			The last time, his warriors had laid in wait, watching until the moment was right. Most of the Cygnar had been caught out in the open; the rest had been killed when they tried to flee. His warriors had swept away the Cygnar, hardly receiving a scratch, and then they returned to pour the invaders’ blood into the sacred stones as a gift to their ancestors. 

			It was the elder Guto who had urged caution on the trail, but now the old warrior approached, grim and silent. It had been easy for him to counsel biding their time until they had an overwhelming number of warriors, and the Cygnar had let their guard down, but that was before the Stormlord’s summons. They could be gone for weeks, months even. By the time they returned, there might be hundreds of the obnoxiously industrious Cygnar despoiling their sacred ground. 

			“Where is your counsel now, elder?” 

			“I have none for you, Caradoc. I do not envy the position you are in. You have to make a decision.”

			“We have always fought for the druids, but I begin to chaff against their constant demands. We have earned the right to be treated as allies, not as lackeys to be ordered about.” 

			The Haul family was watching him closely. Ivor Haul was far younger but nearly his equal in combat, and he was the favored to rule the village once Caradoc faltered. He might have been the fiercest of them all, but Caradoc knew he would be a terrible chief. While Caradoc had been just as aggressive at that age, experience had tempered him and taught him there was more to wearing the skins than just fury. All Ivor cared about was the next battle, and he lacked the wisdom to appreciate their history. Ivor had passion, but a leader needed wisdom more than fire. 

			Ivor’s twin sister Betrys was murderous, even by their collective standards. She was a selfish beauty who enjoyed toying with her prey and often flew into unpredictable rages when she didn’t get what she wanted. Betrys liked to tear an animal’s limbs off, one by one, letting its lingering screams disorient the rest of the herd. Callous and broken inside, she was probably more dangerous than her brother. 

			If Caradoc made a misstep, the Hauls would surely try to usurp him. Ivor would challenge him to his face, or Betrys would put a spear into his back. 

			Caradoc glared at young Ivor. “What are you staring at, pup?”

			“A chief trapped between two masters,” Ivor said. His sister made an annoying, cackling laugh. 

			“If forced to choose between the Circle and the history of our tribe, what would you do?” 

			Ivor dipped his head, feigning submission. “That’s not my riddle to answer. I’m not chief.” Although yet was left unsaid, it was implied by his sardonic smile. 

			The rest of Caradoc’s people were gathering around to hear his words. Not just warriors, but their families as well. They would do whatever he chose, but if he chose wrong, they would pay the price. That was a chief’s burden. 

			“We have two days to drive the outsiders from the mountain. Once more warriors arrive, we will strike.” 

			“We should have ambushed them on the road.” Ivor’s snide tone let the whole village know what he thought of that decision. 

			“But our chief was too scared of their fake lightning,” Betrys crowed. “One burning tree and we ran. Wolves are not scared of loud noises, but rabbits are.” 

			“Silence.” Deep down he knew they were right, and Caradoc cursed himself. His caution may yet be his undoing. “Since there is nothing to fear, you two can go watch the outsiders tonight. See how prepared they are. Look for weaknesses. Once the rest of our warriors arrive, I will lead them to you.” 

			The Haul twins had an eerie way of sharing their thoughts and communicating without words. He could tell they didn’t like being sent away, but they would do as ordered. To balk would make them look cowardly. Caradoc elected to throw them a bone. “Do not alert them to our presence, but if you can, pick off any stragglers. Leave no sign of your passing. If you can kill a few, make it look like the work of an animal.” 

			That seemed to momentarily placate the bloodthirsty twins. If Caradoc were lucky, they would do something stupid and get themselves killed. 
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			The workers had come from Ironhead Station prepared to dig, but unfortunately their first hole was a grave. It would have been easier to put the foot in with the suicide victim, but that seemed disrespectful, so Raus had ordered two separate holes dug. He’d already declared this mountain was haunted enough and didn’t wish to tempt any other vengeful ghosts to come trouble them. 

			The obstinate professor had still managed to squeeze in a few hours of surveying while most of the expedition had cleaned the abandoned fort and made it fit to live in again. Once they’d returned, Cleasby had called his foundation together for a meeting. They’d built a roaring fire in the middle of the compound, pulled up a couple of logs to sit on, and gathered to clean their armor and discuss their situation. He’d given them the bad news that the professor wasn’t going to call off the expedition on account of some missing miners. Their mission would continue as before. His men didn’t like it, but his soldiers were used to doing things they didn’t like. 

			Rains, Thornbury, and Pangborn had no shortage of theories about what had happened, ranging from the nearly plausible to the absurd. The ever-pragmatic Rains thought maybe the miners had been buried in a cave-in, and the foot had wound up here because of scavengers. Pangborn, having grown up on country legends about the dark things that lurked in the forgotten corners of the wilderness, was quick to suggest unknown beasties. Thorny had the most lurid imagination and suspected that their unidentified ranger had murdered everyone. 

			Sometimes it was hard to be the logical one. Cleasby waited until they’d finished arguing before ruining all their theories. “An accident doesn’t explain the suicide or the missing mercs. Even if the miners were all buried in some hole up there, the mercenaries wouldn’t have left because Rathleagh wouldn’t pay them. They’ve been gone at least a week, but from what I could see at the ruins, the ranger had only been sheltering there for the last few days.”

			“She still asleep?” Thorny asked. 

			Cleasby nodded. “She was in bad shape, but they’ve given her medicine.” Cleasby had been there when Horner had tended her wounds. It looked like the poor woman had been through hell. She’d been covered in small injuries, scrapes, bruises, and a few cuts that had become infected. It was the fever that had nearly killed her, and she was still suffering from the effects of dehydration. “When she wakes up, I’ll question her myself.” 

			“She could have murdered everyone,” Thorny insisted. 

			“Rangers don’t patrol alone,” Rains pointed out. “Where are her companions?”

			“She snapped and murdered them!”

			Cleasby didn’t think so, but he’d left her under guard, just in case. “I doubt one severely injured woman invoked such terror that a mercenary took his own life rather than face her, but I suppose it could happen. We’ll table that idea for now, which leaves—”

			“The forest took them,” Pangborn stated, as if that was the most obvious thing ever. “It carried off everyone for trespassing on this mountain. Things that hunger for our blood, just like that stranger on the road said.” 

			Sadly, Cleasby didn’t have a logical reason to dismiss that theory. “Perhaps it was those Clamorgan villagers, and Caradoc was trying to warn us away from finding evidence of their crimes.” 

			“What did they do—leap over the fence and kidnap everyone in their sleep?” Rains asked. “The palisade is ten feet tall. There’s some damage but not much sign of a battle, so if that’s the case, then those Clamorgan are sneakier than Daughters of the Flame.” Rains had a particularly strong hatred for the Protectorate assassins. 

			The young lieutenant prided himself on his reasoning skills, but for this, he had no explanation that didn’t involve something nefarious. “You know, scientific research in Corvis has shown there’s a species of crypt spider that consumes a portion of a person’s memories when it devours the corpse. If that spider is then rendered down into essential oils, it can be turned into an alchemical solution. Drinking this potion can give you the last memories of the corpse. We’ve got a corpse, but sadly we don’t have any crypt spiders or an alchemist handy.”

			“I ain’t drinking no corpse spider juice.” Pangborn gagged. “Sorry, lieutenant. I don’t want to know what happened to those guys that bad.”

			Cleasby shrugged. “I’d be willing to sacrifice for science to keep this expedition safe. If it were up to me, we’d already be on our way back, but since it isn’t my call, we’re going to make sure whatever happened before doesn’t happen again.” 

			“They didn’t have Headhunter watching over them.” Their mechanic jerked one thumb toward their warjack was. Its boiler was burning just hot enough to keep it alert and ready. Standing over twelve feet tall with six-and-a-half tons of hardened steel, armed with a gigantic version of Cygnaran galvanic weaponry, Headhunter cut an imposing figure. Saved from the scrap heap and repeatedly rebuilt, their fearsome warjack made Pangborn justifiably proud. “Nothing gets past the big fella. Nothing.”

			Cleasby was fond of their warjack, too. It had saved his life a few times, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t nervous around it. Cortexes could develop quirks over time, especially the smarter types of cortexes. Usually such personality issues were minor, but Headhunter possessed a homicidal, aggressive, and malicious nature. He had no doubt that if anything climbed over that fence, Headhunter would live up to its name. 

			 “We brought a lot of coal, and the miners had a decent supply as well. I want Headhunter stoked around the clock. As for the rest of us, no less than half of the squad needs to be in armor and ready to fight in an instant.” One downside of galvanic weaponry was that if it was used outside of protective clothing, the wearer would likely electrocute himself, so Cleasby felt the need to be extra cautious. “The rest of us are never to be without our insulation and our glaives.” 

			“Constantly being that wary will wear a man down. I’ll speak with Raus and get a few of his reliable men to help on watch,” Rains suggested.

			“Talk to Pickett, too. There’s no reason some young scholars can’t spend a few hours every night on lookout.” 

			“They’ll complain they can’t afford to tire out their precious brains,” Thorny said.

			“I’d have more pity if I didn’t know firsthand that half of university life is staying up all night, drinking.” Cleasby smiled. Those had been good, simpler times, even with the hangovers. “If they complain, tell them guard duty gives them time to ponder the mysteries of the universe.” 

			There was a shout from the bunkhouse. Corporal Allsop came outside, calling Cleasby’s name. “The prisoner is awake.” 

			He didn’t like calling a fellow soldier of Cygnar a prisoner, but until he knew what was going on, the label would have to do. He looked down at the helmet he’d been cleaning. As they’d been taught in basic training, rust was the enemy, and sleeping in the mud wasn’t conducive to maintaining good-looking armor, but it would suffice. He put it down on the log with the rest of the pieces and stood up. “I’ll go speak to her. We’ve done all we can for now. Spread the word that everyone has a companion everywhere they go. No one wanders off alone.” 

			“Speaking of which, where’s Acosta?” Pangborn asked. 

			“Except for him, obviously,” Cleasby added. Banging his head into a brick wall would be more fruitful than trying to give Acosta orders. 

			“I mean, I’ve not seen him since we came down from the ruins and locked the gates. Did he come back in with the rest of us?” 

			“No idea. You know how he is,” Thorny said. “He’ll either turn up soon or abandon us as the mood strikes him. But I’ll say this: with all this strangeness afoot, I’m rather glad that madman is with us again. Just like old times.”

			Cleasby had been too preoccupied with the wounded ranger and the indignant noble to pay attention to their wayward mercenary. He looked to Rains, but the sergeant was just staring into the fire, lost in thought. Cleasby knew his sergeant was still suspicious about Acosta’s release and expected the worst. “Rains?” 

			“You’d best see to the ranger,” Rains answered as he absently ran a cloth over the symbol of Morrow on his shield. “I’ll find Acosta.” 
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			The forest was very quiet and very dark. Bugs clicked and chirped along the path. There was probably something murderous stalking the mountainside, but it was a pleasant evening, so Acosta whistled a sea tune as he walked along the trail. The air here was thin and crisp. It was nothing like the salt and ocean rot of Five Fingers, the ice bite and smoke of Korsk, or the perfume and blood stink of Merwyn. In his travels, Acosta had discovered that every place had a different flavor, but regardless of their differences, all places had some things in common—like greed and treachery. 

			If he were correct, it would not be a very long walk to find what he was looking for. Men like Baron Rathleagh tended to be predictable. And sure enough, Acosta found that the men who were trailing the expedition had made camp only a mile from the fort. They had picked a good, elevated position from which anyone returning along the road from the fort would be spotted. They had lit no fire that might give away their position. There were bound to be riflemen watching the approach, so rather than play games, Acosta walked directly toward their camp, still whistling his happy tune. 

			“Halt!” someone shouted. “Who goes there?”

			“Hold your fire, idiot. That’s the Ordsman.” Someone crouched thirty paces ahead of him. Its shadow separated itself from the rest and approached. As he closed on Acosta, the Ordsman could see he was wearing an armored great coat and a tricorn hat. Acosta was quite pleased when he realized Rathleagh had sent his pet gun mage. The man stopped with his coat open, hands resting near his pistols. “I recognize that song.” 

			Acosta halted. “A favorite, taught to me by a lovely red-headed woman aboard a ship named the Ill Fortune. Now that was a memorable voyage.” 

			“Me, I heard some no-account dog singing it once, right before I left him with a gutshot to die in a Mercir whorehouse.”

			“That sounds quite impolite.” 

			“He deserved it. The man had a horrible voice,” the gun mage said. 

			Acosta smiled. “What is your name, gunfighter?” 

			“Lambert Sayre. You know why I’m here. What’re you doing here? Trying to get caught?” 

			“I assumed Baron Rathleagh would not trust me to keep my end of our bargain to retrieve his trinket. So, you are here to watch and make sure I don’t steal this treasure and then flee to keep it for myself.” Acosta sniffed. “I am inclined to take offense at this lack of faith.” 

			“I’ve heard what happens when you take offense. Galloway was a friend of mine.” 

			Sayre’s stance indicated he was ready. He would draw quickly and, even in the darkness, likely fire with accuracy. Acosta’s glaives were hanging unpowered, and, as far as the gun mage would know, would be slow to ready. The gun mage seemed certain he would win. Acosta liked it when his potential opponents were overconfident.

			“So, Lambert Sayre, do you really think you could be the one to defeat Savio Montero Acosta?” 

			“Sure do. Believe me, I’d love to see if you’re as good as they make you out to be. Unfortunately, I’ve got the Baron’s affairs to see to. And I’ve got twenty hired guns aimed your way, so personal business will have to wait. The Baron pays me too good to let my feelings get in the way. You know how it is.”

			If Sayre said he had twenty men, then he probably only had ten, but even that was too many to pick a fight with. But Acosta had never been very good at such things. “I do not ‘know how it is.’ I’ve never been someone’s lap dog.”

			“Cute.” Sayre didn’t seem to like that much, but he was a professional and not so easily provoked. “Isn’t that what you are right now, though?” 

			“It is a partnership. Your master has no need to worry. The treasure is of no use to me without an arcanist who knows how to unlock its power. I will take it to Rathleagh directly. If you cross my path again, I will take it as a personal insult.” Acosta turned and began to walk away. 

			Sayre called after him. “Did your expedition find anything yet?” 

			“Nothing of note.” He kept walking but made sure to raise his voice so all of Sayre’s men could hear him. “Oh, except the miners are missing, your comrades were slaughtered by an unknown force, and something eliminated a ranger patrol nearby as well. Not much else. Sleep well, my friends.” 

			The last thing he heard of Sayre’s men was their fearful sniveling to their employer about monsters in the forest. It was a beautiful night, a sky filled with stars, all with just enough of a chill to let you know you were alive. Acosta began whistling again. 
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			She didn’t know where she was and couldn’t remember how she got here, but she was indoors and, for some reason, knew it was a good thing. There was a lantern on the table, mostly hooded but open enough to give a faint bit of light. The walls and floor were made of logs. She was lying on a cot, and blankets had been hung from the ceiling to give her some privacy. A man had been here a moment ago, dressed in blue, but he’d told her a few comforting words before leaving to fetch someone else. 

			Flushed and drenched with sweat, she could feel her head throbbing. It hurt to even think. Her memories were disjointed and confusing flashes. She’d been in the forest with her patrol, but something terrible had happened. She tried to remember, but she was just too tired. She closed her eyes and tried to rearrange her disjointed memories into making sense. But she was so weakened and sick that her focus was only fleeting before she drifted off again. 

			Fangs. 

			She woke up screaming and thrashing against her blanket. Strong hands gripped her shoulders and tried to hold her down, but she lashed out against them.

			“Calm down. You’re safe.” 

			Novak’s elbow caught the speaker in the face, hard. He grunted in pain but wouldn’t let go of her. It took a moment for his words to register, but his voice remained calm. 

			“We’re friends. Please, be still. You’re safe here.” 

			Safe. She believed him, if only because she wasn’t on that cursed mountain anymore. The screams of her dying friends still lingered in her ears, like the ringing aftermath of an artillery shell, but the monsters were gone. It took all of her rigid self-control, but Novak forced herself to push aside the horrific visions to concentrate on the task at hand. 

			Slowly, the man took his hands from her shoulders and stepped away from the cot. “Nobody is going to hurt you here.” 

			“Damned right they’re not.” Her throat was so sore the words came out as a harsh whisper. 

			“Fetch her water,” the man ordered. One of the curtains moved aside as someone left. Her vision was so fuzzy that she’d not even realized there was anyone else nearby besides the man speaking to her. “I’m Lieutenant Cleasby, commanding officer of the 6th Platoon, 47th Storm Knights. Second Army.” 

			That had to be a trick—Second Army was stationed along the eastern border. A platoon of Storm Knights would more than likely be at Fort Falk or Caspia, and there was no way she’d been unconscious so long that they’d carried her all the way back to the capital. “And I’m the Duchess of the Midlunds.” 

			He walked to a small table and lifted the shade on a lantern. The light stung her aching eyes. The man who called himself Cleasby was tall and thin to the point of gawky awkwardness. He was wearing odd clothing made of padded canvas stitched together in a diamond pattern. Then she recognized it as the electrically insulated suit Storm Knights wore beneath their plate. It could still be a trick. Suddenly the loud clomping of a man carrying a mug of water into the room with her overshadowed everything else she was thinking—he was dressed in full storm armor. 

			“I understand your hesitance. We’re normally stationed in Caspia, but I am who I say I am, and we’ve been sent here on a mission. You and I have met before. You might have been too feverish to recall, but you took one of my charges hostage earlier.” 

			“I don’t remember that.” She wasn’t lying; the last few days had been nothing but a fevered blur. The last thing she could remember clearly was taking shelter inside some old ruins. Until she knew for sure these men weren’t frauds, spies, or in league with the monsters, however, she’d be careful not to give them too much information. 

			“Actually, you manhandled a baron and threatened to slit his throat.” 

			She certainly hoped that was a lie. “The hell you say…” She rubbed her throbbing temples. 

			“If you’ve got a headache, I apologize. That’s more than likely the result of one of my men giving you a concussion. We’ve cleaned your wounds and given you medicine to break your fever. You should be fine. What happened to you? It looks like you fell off a cliff.”

			“More like jumped.” 

			Cleasby accepted the mug from the soldier and offered it to her. “Here. You’re dehydrated.” 

			The observation made Novak painfully aware of the thirst creeping up her throat, weighing down her tongue and making her gums tacky. While she drank, Cleasby took a cleaning rag from his belt and wiped at his nose. It came away bloody. She’d struck him a good one. 

			“Sorry about that.” 

			“It isn’t the first time I’ve been hit in the face, and I suspect it won’t be the last.” He honestly didn’t sound offended. Despite looking more like a librarian than a soldier, he could certainly take a punch. “What’s your name and rank, ranger?”

			“Corporal Arabella Novak.”

			“What happened to the rest of your patrol?” 

			“They’re all dead. Killed by…some things.” 

			 “Things?” 

			“I don’t know what they were,” Novak muttered. For all she knew, these men were in league with the beasts. The Cygnaran Reconnaissance Service had warned her people of stranger things happening in these parts. “They were like animals but too smart.” 

			“She was mumbling in her sleep, lieutenant, going on about claws and teeth and men being ripped limb from limb. I put up the blankets to dampen the sound because she was scaring everyone else in the bunkhouse.”

			“Good thinking, Allsop.” 

			The officer was scowling at her. She had only been in the rangers for two years and had joined young, but even with that, she was likely still older than Cleasby, or perhaps he was one of those men who looked perpetually young. Ranger officers tended to be hard as nails with skin like leather from the sun and wind. She’d assumed Storm Knights would be the same, but this one looked downright bookish. He wasn’t a bad-looking man at all, but he had a physical awkwardness about him she wouldn’t expect from someone in the infantry. 

			“Describe your attackers, please, corporal.” 

			“We never got a good look at them, but they were humanoid, hairy, very strong, and very fast. They communicated but not in any tongue I’ve ever heard.” 

			“Could your attackers have been Tharn? They’re described as bestial.” 

			“I’ve fought Tharn—these weren’t Tharn.” 

			It was obvious Cleasby doubted her, but Novak couldn’t tell if he was going to blame it on feverish imaginings or just good old-fashioned dishonesty. He shook his head. “I find it strange that a ranger, trained in wilderness survival and educated about every type of creature found in their area of operation, wouldn’t recognize what manner of beast attacked her patrol.” 

			“And here I was, wondering how a platoon of Caspian Storm Knights found me in the wilds of the Wyrmwalls.” 

			“A reasonable question.” Cleasby shrugged. “Neither one of us trusts the other. But I can remedy one side of that. Allsop, tell Pangborn I want him to charge up Headhunter and fire a boosted, full-power galvanic shot, straight into the sky.” 

			“You got it, sir.” The armored man hurried away. 

			Novak watched him go before she asked, “What’s a Headhunter?”

			“Something imposters would be extremely unlikely to have,” Cleasby said. “So, Corporal Novak, what was your patrol looking for?” 

			They’d been dispatched on a secret recon mission, so even if Cleasby truly was a Storm Knight, he wasn’t part of her chain of command, making it none of his damned business. “It was just a routine patrol out of Ironhead Station.” 

			“Neither Baron Rathleagh nor any of his people mentioned a ranger patrol in the area.”

			She doubted the CRS had briefed the local authorities at all. “The Army probably forgot to mention us. You know paperwork.” 

			“I’m something of an expert on military paperwork.” Cleasby chuckled. Now that she could believe. He made a more believable clerk than a knight. “You’d think that a soldier, rescued in the wilderness and nursed back to health, would be more thankful than suspicious, especially since we’re nowhere near enemy territory.” 

			Novak finished her water. “What are you getting at?” 

			“The only people I know who are that suspicious of everything are usually on some manner of secret errand and not a routine mountain patrol.”

			She didn’t say a word. 

			“Let me level with you, corporal. I’m no stranger to the Reconnaissance Service and their secrets. If I’m not cleared to know, then I don’t really want to. I don’t care what they sent you here for, nor do I care what you were looking for. The only thing I do care about is the safety of my men and the people we’re supposed to protect.”

			There was a brilliant blue flash and a thunderous boom, so bright and loud that it startled Novak to her feet. The blast was powerful enough to shake the cot and nearly rattle the lantern off the table. The sudden change in pressure caused the curtains to sway as if there had been an unexpected, isolated breeze. 

			“What in Morrow’s name was that?” 

			“My Stormclad warjack.” 

			Cries of alarm rose outside the log cabin. Apparently the one named Allsop hadn’t bothered to warn anybody else that lightning was about to strike. 

			“As I’m sure you’re aware, they don’t exactly sell that kind of military equipment on the surplus market. Having a working Stormclad should confirm I am who I say I am, so how about we skip over the state secrets and you just tell me what the hell happened here?” 

			She was still shaking from the unexpected lightning bolt. Between that and what was left of her fever, it took her a moment to realize the implications of what Cleasby had just said. “Here?” Novak glanced over the log walls. She’d assumed they’d carried her away from that cursed place. “You mean we’re still—” 

			“We’re a few hundred yards from where we discovered you.”

			“You said we were safe here!” Novak’s blood ran cold. “There’s nothing safe on this mountain.” 
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			Rains and Thornbury made their way down the trail by the light of one hooded lantern and the blue glow of two charged storm glaives. He was no ranger, but Rains had learned a little about how to track and hunt as a boy on the plains north of Sul. Luckily, following Acosta was easy, as the man had made absolutely no attempt to conceal his tracks. His boot prints were obvious in the soft dirt. 

			“Even I could follow him, and I’ve spent most of my life trying to live in places where the only thing unpaved is the garden,” Thorny muttered. “This doesn’t strike me as the behavior of a man who has anything to hide.” 

			“That’s your problem, Thorny. You’re too trusting.” 

			Thorny snorted at the absurdity of the statement. 

			The two walked in silence for a bit. Rains was nervous about what they would find. It wasn’t so much that he disliked Acosta, but it was more that the Ordsman unnerved him. 

			Rains was no stranger to conflict. He had fought against his own church, been an apostate in the land of the devout then a refugee among his people’s traditional enemies, and finally a soldier who’d invaded the city he’d grown up in. Yet through it all, Rains had always fought for a cause. Looking back on his life, most of the battles he’d found himself in had been to protect someone else—usually those who couldn’t do it for themselves. The innocent, the weak, the helpless. Maybe that was why he still carried around a shield that bore the symbol of a god he didn’t worship—he carried it neither for Morrow nor even for Wilkins, but for what that shield had been used to defend.

			Acosta, on the other hand, fought only for Acosta. He said he fought to learn and to test himself, but Rains suspected he just enjoyed killing. 

			“What do you think Acosta’s up to?” Thorny asked. 

			“I don’t know.” But if it was anything that threatened the safety of his men, Rains intended to find out. 

			Thorny said, “He probably found a dire troll’s cave and went to taunt it. All right, so let’s say you’re right and he’s up to no good, and then we catch him in the act. What’s to keep him from cutting us down when he sees us following him?”

			Honestly, Rains knew, not much. He knew he was an excellent swordsman, and Thorny was, at best, passable, but Acosta was a killing machine; however, despite the unpleasant suspicions he had about Acosta’s presence here, he did not think Acosta would stoop to outright murder his compatriots. They’d shed too much blood together. It may have been a twisted one, but the Ordsman did have a code of honor. 

			“If Acosta is doing something that endangers the safety of this expedition, then we’ll order him to be on his way.” 

			“Great plan, Rains. How about next time you take somebody else along with you to provoke the crazy duelist?” 

			“If he becomes that angry, then there’s an old Idrian saying that applies. When you are being chased by a lion, you don’t need to be faster than the lion, just faster than your slowest companion.” 

			“Well, since you could probably take me in a foot race, don’t be terribly offended when I stab you in the knee.” 

			Suddenly the forest was lit up by a brilliant flash, followed a second later by a tremendous boom. A flock of dark birds burst from the surrounding trees and flapped away, shrieking into the sky. 

			“Headhunter!” Thorny spun back toward the fort. The forest was deadly quiet after the deafening galvanic discharge. Thorny began to head back the way they’d come. 

			“Hold on.” Rains was unsure, but he thought the flash had illuminated something suspicious on the path ahead of them. 

			“But they might be in danger.” 

			“I don’t think so.” Rains could tell: Headhunter hadn’t fired on an actual target. Plus there were no other sounds of commotion from the fort, and certainly nobody had ever accused the Malcontents of having good fire discipline. “If something was happening there, we’d know.” 

			Thorny nervously looked over his shoulder toward the fort. “You’d better be right. I don’t want to return to find nothing but more severed feet.” 

			“Give me the lantern.” 

			Thorny handed it over. Rains opened the shutters aimed its glare up the path. 

			The light reflected against sharp, white teeth. 
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			Acosta’s whistling was interrupted by the Malcontents’ warjack firing a lightning bolt into the air. He paused, wondering if they were having a battle without him. It would be very disappointing to miss a fight because he’d gone to confront Rathleagh’s men. If that were the case, he’d have to take out his frustrations on the snooty gun mage later. 

			Then Acosta realized someone stood in a moonlit clearing along the path ahead. It was a woman and from her shapely figure, a beautiful one at that. As he got closer, he saw she was carrying a spear and wearing buckskins trimmed with furs. 

			“Enjoying the fireworks?” Acosta asked. 

			She showed no surprise at coming across another traveler in the dark. Instead, she looked him over and sauntered toward him until she was only a few feet away. He’d been correct: this one was a beauty. There was a shine to her black hair and a gleam in her dark eyes. White lines had been painted across her face, perhaps for decoration or perhaps as war paint, but he did not know anything about the ways of strange forest women in Cygnar. She ran her fingers across a necklace of feathers and small animal bones, which was lying across her chest, and then down the open top of her buckskin shirt.

			“Well, my lady.” His eyes followed her wandering hand. “It is a nice night for a walk alone in a haunted forest.” 

			She moved close enough that he could smell her. There were no delicate perfumes here but instead sweat, earth, and grass. She placed one fingertip against his lips to silence him. “You talk too much.” She had a dusky whisper of a voice that reminded him of predator’s growl. “But I like you.” 

			Well, this is obviously trouble, Acosta thought. 

			The strange woman gave him an appraising look and a seductive, almost hungry smile, as if she approved in a feral way of what she saw. Then she gestured for him to follow and moved away. She must have practiced that walk because she was very good at it. Acosta laughed. She stopped at the edge of the path and looked back to where he hadn’t moved to follow yet. 

			“Where I’m from, when a mysterious and beautiful woman beckons you to follow her into the shadows, it means you’re about to be clubbed over the head. Then you wake up press-ganged aboard a ship.”

			Apparently the wild forest woman wasn’t accustomed to rejection; she lifted her spear and snarled, “Stupid outsider.” 

			Acosta shrugged his shoulders and twisted quickly, a practiced move that shifted the armored pauldrons enough to free the straps. He moved both arms in a second motion, and his two storm glaives slid free of their straps and dropped into his waiting palms. “Is now the part where your associates lurking in the trees attack me? Because if I am mistaken and your people are just extremely friendly, I will have to apologize for my rudeness.” 

			Blue flashed through the trees ahead—someone had fired a storm glaive. It was followed a split second later by another discharge and the howl of a large animal. He estimated the blast had been about two hundred yards away. Curious. 

			The woman used the momentary distraction to hurl her spear at Acosta’s chest. He dodged to the side, and the spear stuck into a tree behind him.

			By the time he turned back, she was already gone. The only sign of her passing was a few shaking bushes. She was inhumanly fast. Then he saw how deeply embedded into the tree the spearhead was; it looked as if the trunk had swallowed it entirely. So, the seductress was far stronger than she looked. Acosta grinned. He’d been right. This was turning out to be a fantastic night for a walk. 
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			The lantern dropped to the dirt as Rains stumbled back, narrowly avoiding the claws of the charging beast. The horror kicked the lantern and sent it spinning wildly across the path. It cracked against a rock, and the spilling oil ignited into orange flames. 

			The hairy thing bounded past the rock and was illuminated briefly, revealing something bigger than a man, something coated entirely in dark hair. It slid past the Storm Knights on all fours, snapping at Rains with its massive, wolf-like jaws. He barely got out of the way as its fangs scratched the paint off his helmet. The beast spun, turning back, and pressed its attack. Rains pulled his shield around and shoved his gauntlet through the straps, preparing to meet it. 

			Thorny fired his glaive first. An instantaneous arc of brilliant lightning formed between the knight and creature, and for a second, all Rains could see was the afterimage of the glowing line. Then he saw that the beast had been sent rolling away, blasted and smoking. Rains flipped down his visor, trapping the stink of burning fur inside his helmet, and fired his own charged glaive. 

			The bolt blasted into the fallen creature’s side, danced through its guts, down its legs, and arced into the ground with enough remaining energy to throw up a cloud of dirt and pebbles. The beast let out a wail—part pain, part fury—as it violently kicked and spasmed. Rains stepped forward, glaive raised to finish it off before its wildly twitching muscles could recover from the voltage. 

			He spotted a second creature leaping from the tree line and loping toward Thorny. “Behind you!” 

			Thorny turned to meet it, but the thing was far too fast. It lowered its shoulder and slammed into him, launching him across the path and straight into a tree. His metal armor struck the bark with a terrible clang, and Thorny bounced off, rolling through the dirt and pine needles before coming to a stop at an awkward, twisted angle. He didn’t move again.

			The second creature jerked its long head around, glowing eyes taking in the downed Thornbury—no longer a threat of any kind—before turning its malignant gaze toward the still-dangerous Rains. 

			The last thing Rains wanted was to fight two of them at once, so he hurriedly turned back to the first, ready to land the killing blow. 

			Yet somehow, the smoking creature had already recovered from two galvanic blasts and had stood up. On two feet like a man, the thing towered a foot over Rains’ head. It stared down at him, furious. Its thick mane of hair was still glowing with burning red embers and dripping ash. 

			The beast swatted at him, claws flashing back and forth so fast, they whistled through the air. Rains desperately lifted his shield. It was like being pummeled by a warjack. Wilkins had always sworn this shield contained a holy relic of Ascendant Markus; Rains had no idea if that was true, but the shield saved his life once again as it absorbed the violent impacts. Each furious strike sent his boots sliding backward across the ground. The impact of each paw was so hard he knew that, without the blessed shield, the beast would have torn his arms clean off. Or worse.

			Calm and focused, Rains kept his shield up to hold off the wounded beast but kept his glaive pointed toward the other. That monster was circling, looking for an angle to strike. It seemed hesitant to charge and risk catching a few feet of electrically charged steel on the way in. But if Rains struck at one, the other would be on him before he could recover. 

			Morrow preserve us. 

			He couldn’t keep this up. The standing monster kept striking and snapping at him, lurching back and forth, side to side, trying to get around the shield. Gobs of spittle splattered over the shield and across Rains’ visor. The monstrosity kept trying to rip the shield away, but its claws slipped from the polished steel as Rains pushed and twisted against it. The other beast was watching, glowing eyes narrowed, trying to find a way around the glaive. It licked its lips with a long red tongue, probably imagining how it would crack open his armor and eat his guts. 

			Rains was biding his time. Just a few more seconds. 

			The blue glow of the storm glaive was increasing as the storm chamber charged. It began to hum with gathered energy. Close enough. 

			It was already difficult enough to aim such an awkward weapon, let alone while being shoved around by a monster, but Rains didn’t have any other choice; he extended his arm and pushed the firing stud. Energy instantly leapt from the glaive, burning a hole through the night and piercing the circling beast’s chest. For a moment, he imagined he could see its rib cage through its glowing skin, but then the monster was flung aside on a wave of thunder. 

			The other beast used the opportunity to force Rains’ shield down. One thickly muscled arm swept across his face. Claws tore into his helmet, ripping it off his head and flinging it far out into the forest. With a roar of his own, Rains slammed his weight back against the shield, creating just enough distance to work his sword. He had to kill this one before the other returned. Raising the glaive, he thrust—and felt the steel bite deep into flesh. 

			The wounded monster let out a terrible roar. Its breath stank of blood, hot against his face. It kept tearing at him, pushing him across the clearing, but Rains kept striking at it until the beast shoved him back one step too far—he stumbled over a root and went crashing through soft pine branches before slamming into the hard trunk of a tree. Damn! His sword arm was trapped. The beast’s jaws snapped so close to his face that some of his hair was caught in its teeth. 

			Rains knew he was going to die, but he was too preoccupied to be scared. All he had was a grim determination to figure out how to take this thing with him to the grave. He wasn’t strong enough to hold back its jaws. The shield was slick with the beast’s blood, but the monster still sought to crawl over the top of the steel. Rains couldn’t maneuver his glaive, so he dropped it and began punching the thing in the snout with his gauntlet. 

			But his movements were far too slow, and its jaws locked onto his armored hand. Pressure ground the bones together as the beast shook the gauntlet like a dog with a rat, but when its teeth couldn’t bite through the steel, it gave up and went back to trying to rip his face off. 

			Its savage stare bore into Rains’, and, in that split second between life and death, he realized that these weren’t the eyes of an animal at all. There was something else in there, something cunning. Intelligent. Then those eyes widened in shock and pain. There was a terrible blue flash as electricity danced through the beast and across Rains’ insulated armor. The beast fell away, its claws dragging down the length of the shield until it let go. 

			Rains stumbled out of the branches just in time to see the wounded creature lurch to the side, drop down onto all fours, and bound away. There was a blackened, gaping wound in its back—the fur around it had caught fire. With only two mighty leaps, it disappeared into the brush. 

			Thornbury was standing there, breathing hard, glaive lifted. The blood coating his blade sizzled from the heat. Their aristocrat had just saved his life. 

			“Where’s the other one?” Rains gasped. 

			“It ran off.” Thorny gestured with his glaive toward the forest. “That way.” 

			They moved back to the path, now pitch black. The spilled oil had been consumed, and they couldn’t see far from just the glow of their blades. But the things were quick, too quick to be allowed to close on them in the dark. Rains retrieved his glaive, and the two Storm Knights stood back to back and watched the forest as they caught their breath, twitching at every leaf that moved in the breeze. Rains couldn’t hear anything, but it could be a trick. The woods hadn’t seemed this dark before. Now it felt like death could be lurking behind every shadow. “Don’t let your guard down.” 

			It had all been so sudden, so violent, that he’d had no time for fear. Rains was flushed and scared. But a good soldier didn’t let dying get in the way of getting the job done. They needed to get back to the fort. 

			“How badly are you hurt?” he asked Thorny. 

			“Roughed up, but I’m fine.” Thorny suddenly aimed his weapon up the trail. “There!”

			Rains saw something moving toward them, but before the two of them could attack, he caught the glow of two galvanic blades. “Wait. Hold your fire.” 

			“Good evening, my friends,” Acosta called as he made his way down the path. He didn’t seem alarmed to see the two Storm Knights ready to fight. “From the noise, I assume that you have also been accosted by hill folk.” 

			“Hill folk?” The exasperated Thornbury shouted back. “They must grow their hill folk extra big and hairy in Ord.” 

			“The supposed hairiness of Ordic women is a vulgar lie. Did Clamorgan not attack you? I have found that if you rebuke their advances, they toss spears at you. Unromantic savages.”

			“Clamorgan?” Thorny’s armored back banged against Rains’ as he turned, still nervously trying to watch as much forest as possible. “Careful. There are two bloody gigantic animals out here.”

			“What manner of animals?” 

			“Since you were out here consorting with them, why don’t you tell us?” Rains demanded. 

			“Consorting?” Acosta looked around the dark forest. “Ah, you were following because you do not trust me. Good. It is always wise to question an ambitious man’s motives, but honestly, Rains, why would I consort with animals? I do not intend to open a zoo.” 

			“What do you really know of these things, Acosta?” Rains’ limbs had begun to shake as he came down from the rush of battle, but his anger was about to thrust him into another one. “No more lies.” 

			“You think you know me? You don’t even know yourself.” Acosta studied the bloody, scratched up state of Rains’ armor and shook his head. “I wonder, when you thought you were about to perish, who did you finally call out for? Your old god or your new one?” 

			“All right. That’s it.” Rains was too angry to put together a more coherent response. He shook the blood and saliva from his shield and started toward Acosta. It didn’t matter that he was likely to lose; he just wanted to wipe the smug look off the Ordsman’s face. 

			“Hold on,” Thorny snapped as he nervously turned in a circle. “I don’t want to get eaten by a wolf monster because you two are distracted carving each other up.” 

			Thorny was right. The squad came first. Rains took a deep breath and lowered his glaive. 

			“That is wise,” Acosta said, unclear whether he was speaking about Thorny’s words or Rains calming down enough to avoid getting himself killed. “I can admire wisdom, even if it is born of mere self-preservation.”
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			As the sun rose over the Wyrmwalls, the Hauls returned to the village. The scent of dried blood and burnt flesh preceded them, warning Caradoc that their scouting mission had not gone well. From the howls of rage echoing throughout the village, he knew it was Betrys who had carried her brother back. She was screaming at the other warriors to assist her. From Ivor came only incoherent moans of pain. 

			Caradoc smiled as he continued sharpening his axe. His dwelling was humble. As chief, he could have demanded better, but he simply didn’t care. All he needed was a place to make fire out of the rain. Too much comfort made a warrior soft, and Caradoc had no patience for frivolity. One advantage of having a small hut was that the walls were thin enough for him to hear every anguished cry and outraged demand, as Betrys threw her fit just outside his place. Thin walls kept a chief in touch with his people. 

			The elder Guto rushed in. “The Hauls have returned. Ivor is hurt.” 

			If the elder expected him to leap up and see to his people, he was about to be disappointed; Caradoc remained seated on his pile of furs. “I figured as much from that incessant wailing. Betrys pleases the eye but hurts the ears. Have the shaman tend to Ivor. I’m busy.” 

			His lack of concern obviously made Guto uncomfortable. The elder began to leave, but then turned back, torn, believing his chief was making a mistake. “Why don’t you go to them? They burned him with their false lightning.”

			“If their lightning burns, then it is real enough, isn’t it?” Caradoc laughed. If Ivor had lived this long, he’d more than likely survive. Skinwalkers were hard to kill and healed rapidly. For his kind, it was kill them fast—or not at all. “It serves the pup right. Pain is the best teacher. Maybe now the twins won’t be so quick to question their chief’s caution. Stuff Ivor with enough flesh, and he’ll be ready to fight again tonight. Let the warriors who have just arrived see his wounds and hear his cries so they know not to underestimate the blue soldiers. Let them be angry at this insult, angry until their mouths water for blood. It will motivate them for tonight’s slaughter.” 

			“I see. That is wise, my chief.” 

			Caradoc thrust his axe toward the fire, shifting it so the polished steel could catch the light. The weapon was far too big for these hands, but tonight it would fit perfectly in his other hands. He stared into its metal, waiting for Guto to depart.

			But Guto was old among their kind; his hair was even white. It was rare for one who wore the skins to live long enough truly age, but he’d not done so by failing to notice the obvious. He did not leave; instead, he asked, “What’s troubling you, Caradoc?” 

			“Our future. Maybe the past as well.” 

			“We may not like it, but the druid spoke the truth. To the Cygnar, the old temple is nothing but a curiosity. They’ll dig it up, grow bored, leave, and everything will go back to the way it has always been.”

			“That sounds like wishful thinking,” Caradoc scoffed. “My old chief once told me if you are not willing to protect what is sacred, then it is no longer sacred.” 

			“Things were different then.” Guto didn’t like having his own lessons used against him. “I led many. Now we’re few.” 

			“Because the Circle used us up,” Caradoc growled. In the land where the sun rose, he had watered the sand with skorne blood, and in the land where the sun set, he’d fought undead monstrosities patched together from metal and flesh. In the frozen north, he’d killed the spawn of blight, and in the blistering south, he’d fought men who’d put their souls into machines. Caradoc had stepped through the stones so many times that the battles on the other side were nothing but blurs. 

			“The mountain will remain, Caradoc. Don’t doom our tribe for something that’s been lost since long before you were born.” 

			“It is special. We are special. The druid is wrong—we’re not like the others. The Circle didn’t breed us. They chose our tribe to be the first skinwalkers because of the rites we already had. They changed us, but only because we were prepared to accept the power.”

			Guto had taught Caradoc their history when the latter had been a boy. The elder knew the stories better than anyone. Now he recited from memory. “In those days the Tharn were not the only tribe to find ways to draw power from the Wurm. Their bodies transformed, but ours didn’t. Our people hunted mighty beasts and then wore their skins, claiming their strength, channeling their spirits in battle. Our warriors would enter a state that made us unstoppable. We were mighty and feared by all.” 

			Caradoc laughed bitterly. “Which is why, when the blackclads offered our ancestors a chance to not just channel the spirit of beasts but to actually become them, they gladly accepted. And the druids have used us ever since.”

			“All the tribes give warriors to the druids, my chief.” 

			“And we’ve given too damned many.” 

			Concerned, Guto squatted next to him. “If our true nature is exposed to the world, our people will have to flee these lands. The Circle will hide us in some other wilderness, but we’ll be no better than the rest. Please, Caradoc,” he begged. “Let this go.” 

			“I can’t.” 

			Long ago the druids had learned to harness the power of the Devourer Wurm to warp men into mighty beasts, but such beings lost their intellect and their reason before descending into constant savagery—they were imperfect weapons. Skinwalkers were different; change the warriors’ bodies but keep their minds intact. And who better to experiment on than a tribe whose warriors already had the ability to descend into blood-crazed madness and come out the other side whole? 

			So, they had listened to the druids, taken their elixir, and changed. Caradoc’s tribe had been the first. The druids had killed many of them in the process, but they’d learned from their mistakes and refined their methods. Only his tribe was strong enough to survive this. 

			Now there were skinwalkers in every land, from many tribes, but here was where the tradition had begun. The other tribes served as the most fearsome warriors of the Circle of Orboros. By day, they wore the faces of men and by night, they hunted. They served and died but never understood the greatness of their history. 

			Caradoc’s tribe was better.

			They were the last of the first. 

			Caradoc said, “If young Ivor had his way, we would abandon this mountain and live wherever the Circle would place us. He has no appreciation for our history. But, as long as I am chief, our secret will remain safe. We will kill every last outsider.”

			“And what of their giant machine?”

			Caradoc had seen the slumbering warjack. It was a clumsy, metal copy of a true beast. He would show the Cygnar a true beast. “I have called for Blood Drinker.”

			Guto swallowed hard. Even the skinwalkers were frightened of the Blood Drinker. He was a force of nature, as destructive as any flash flood or forest fire. “In the grip of his fury, he often mistakes friend for foe.” 

			“A risk I’m willing to take. I am done trifling with these fools. Tonight, they die. Then tomorrow we will kill whomever it is Krueger would have us kill. And we will kill every night after, until the rivers run with blood and the outsiders leave us alone. Our children will no longer dwindle in disbelief. And then we will kill more until I am so tired that I can no longer lift my head.”

			“Whatever you decide, Caradoc, never let the warriors see their chief wallowing in melancholy. I warned you about the burden when you challenged me for leadership of this tribe.” 

			The past and future were colliding, and Caradoc did not know if there would be a place for his people in either. He stared at the firelight dancing down his axe and felt his blood pumping. The druids would expend no resources defending something that meant nothing to them. There was no magic left in those ruins, no precious ley lines or arcane secrets. There was nothing there that would help the Potents cull the world, so they simply did not care. All that was left was the last remaining shred of his people’s dignity and a reminder that they used to be something more. 

			Sometimes it felt like he was standing in front of a glacier alone, with no way to stop its motion. It would crush him eventually, but he was a skinwalker, and his anger would burn so hot it would melt a hole in the ice as it destroyed him. 

			“After tonight’s slaughter is done, we will carry whatever is left of their mutilated bodies down to where their passing trains can see them. We’ll string the trees with their guts and sow the ground with their heads. The valley will be stained red with blood, spread as far as their eyes can see. It will be a sign, so the ones in their cities will be afraid to come into the wilderness. Let all the others see what happens to fools who trespass.”

			The two were silent for a long time. “Do you really want to go to war with civilization?” Guto asked quietly. 

			Caradoc did not hesitate. “We’ve always been at war. It’s just time they knew it as well.” 
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			One would think that a lowly cog in a gigantic military machine would be used to having his legitimate concerns brushed off by his superiors by now, but Cleasby had never been able to accept how obstinate some of them could be. Baron Wynn was a remarkably stubborn man, so focused on potential discovery that he was willing to accept risks. 

			By his decree, the Malcontents weren’t going anywhere. 

			 “So what happened next?” Acosta asked Cleasby. 

			The two of them were keeping watch over a gang of workers chopping brush from one wall of the ruin. “The professor told me that the presence of an unknown species of predator was actually a good thing—an exciting find we could pass along to the Department of Extraordinary Zoology. In the meantime, it doesn’t change a thing. He won’t leave until he’s completed his survey.”

			They were atop a small rise that gave them a decent view of this area. Cleasby had scattered his men in pairs around the entire site, but the most dangerous thing they’d seen so far today had been the mosquitos. A pleasant afternoon sun beat down on their armor. It truly was a fine day, but Cleasby couldn’t shake the feeling that ravenous monsters were surrounding them just the same. Fair-weather fiends.

			“Interesting.” Acosta stroked his goatee. “And how did the professor react when you argued with him?”

			“How did you know about that?” Cleasby had deliberately kept his disagreement with the professor out of sight. It was better for his soldiers and the expedition as a whole if they thought their leadership was unified. 

			“Cleasby, honest words practically fall out of your face. I marvel that your complete inability to lie has not gotten you killed yet.”

			“I suppose lying would have kept me from getting a few gloves thrown down on me, but that’s why I took dueling lessons at the university. Anyway, yes, I debated the point.” Debated was an understatement; it had been more of a vigorous argument. “The professor won’t budge. He requested the Malcontents to keep this expedition safe and, as far as he is concerned, that mission hasn’t changed.” 

			Even though the light had been bad and it was hard to get a good look at something trying to climb down their throats, Rains and Thornbury’s eyewitness report was too close to Ranger Novak’s account for it to have been something else. They’d seen two animals and badly wounded one; she claimed to have seen at least half a dozen of them. 

			As a group, they had come up with a few theories as to what the beasts could be. Horner knew the most about the Immoren’s wild creatures. When Cleasby had suggested that the monsters might be warpwolves—a rare type of bipedal super predator he’d read about—Horner had just laughed and pointed out that warpwolves were huge; there could be no mistaking them for anything else. 

			Both Novak and Rains’ reports agreed their attackers were not much larger than a man and showed signs of intelligence. Cleasby didn’t know what they were dealing with here, but the mystery creatures were deadly and more than likely responsible for the missing miners as well. He would have preferred to retreat to Ironhead and return with more soldiers, but Wynn wouldn’t tolerate any more delays. 

			Some workers came out from the ruins carrying a sizable stone. The whole thing was carved with intricate lines. Three struggling humans were holding up one end, and Raus had the other by himself. When one of the humans slipped, the rock fell and struck the steps. Horner rushed over and began shouting at them to be more careful. The historian in Cleasby grimaced at the possibility that the precious markings might have gotten chipped, but the soldier in Cleasby wanted them to keep hurrying so they could get out of here faster. 

			Acosta spoke quietly. “You realize your beloved professor is lying, don’t you?”

			“Why would you think that?” 

			“He’s a nobleman. His lips are moving. It’s obvious he believes something extremely valuable is hidden here. He will not leave until he has taken it for himself.”

			Cleasby was in already a bad mood. Baron Wynn had devoted his whole life to learning, so his passion might blind him to danger, but that was a much different flaw than dishonesty. For a man the likes of Acosta to question the integrity of such a man was frankly offensive. “And here I thought the only person lying to me was you.” 

			“Oh, of course not, my friend. I’m but one of many! I think the injured ranger is hiding something, too.”

			“I agree, but don’t change the subject.” He’d tried once before, but the Ordsman had casually brushed off Cleasby’s concerns. Now he wanted the truth at last. “What are you hiding about last night, Acosta?”

			“I already told you of the woman who tried to tempt me into following her.” 

			“And you just happened to come across this spear-throwing seductress while wandering about in the woods for no reason.” 

			“Exactly.”

			It wasn’t as if he could cajole Acosta into talking. The night before, Rains had been inclined to try threats of violence, but that wouldn’t have ended well, either. Cleasby could have simply ordered Acosta to leave the expedition, but that was an order the Ordsman would probably just ignore. Plus, if there were several more of the vicious creatures lurking nearby, it made no sense to send away their best swordsman. 

			Damn it. I’m stuck. 

			“At least give me your word you’ll do nothing to endanger these people. Our people.” 

			Acosta glanced over to see Cleasby grinding his teeth together in frustration; the Ordsman gave him a knowing smirk. “I recall Madigan giving me that same look on a few different campaigns. I am here because my Lady wishes for me to be here. Trouble is coming, and, no matter how angry it makes you, it is not within my ability to keep it from happening. If it makes you feel better, however, you have my word. I will do nothing to make your already dire situation worse.” 

			“Thanks,” Cleasby muttered. 

			“You are very welcome. I am glad we had this talk, my friend.” 

			Shouts of alarm rose from the other side of the dig site. A worker came running out of the trees, shouting for Horner and Raus. Cleasby couldn’t hear what the messenger was saying from this distance, but from the horrified reaction, it wasn’t good news. 

			“Stay here,” Cleasby ordered. “I mean it. If any of these workers get picked off by wolf monsters while I’m away, it’s on your head.” 

			“How ever would I live with myself after such tragedy?” Acosta asked. Cleasby glared at him. “I joke. Go.” 

			Cleasby slid down the hill and ran after Raus. The worker led them around the corner and down a small ravine. There was quite a bit of activity at the bottom. The professor and Pickett were already there, grim and ashen faced. The brush had been cleared away, revealing another doorway. The workers who were gathered there were clutching their tools and looking around nervously. 

			“We found a secret entrance,” Pickett told them. 

			Horner reached the opening, looked inside, and then backed away, covering her mouth. Raus got there next and ducked his head to enter but turned away as a cloud of black flies swarmed out of the hole. The ogrun saw Cleasby following. “I think we found the missing miners.” 

			The smell was horrible. It was as they’d found the bunkhouse but magnified by volume, time, and humidity. The daylight cut a narrow line through the chamber, just enough to reveal the edge of what appeared to be a pile of body parts. Cleasby readied his glaive. Pickett had prepared one of the alchemical lanterns and drawn his repeating pistol. Raus picked up a nearby sledgehammer that looked like a toy in his huge hands. 

			“Stay here,” Cleasby told the professor. Thankfully, the nobleman didn’t argue this time. 

			Pickett swallowed hard. He’d wanted adventure, but this probably wasn’t what he’d had in mind. Cleasby looked to his old friend and, without a word, they entered together. 

			The stench of rot was so unbearable, Cleasby felt momentarily jealous of the bandanna Horner had tied over her nose and mouth. Fat black flies crawled into his open visor and bit at his watering eyes, and old dried sticks cracked beneath their boots. Pickett’s lantern light was able to fill the entire space. Raus had to stoop a bit to not scrape his head along the intricately carved ceiling. This chamber wasn’t very big, but, like everything else they’d found so far, it was as covered in writing. 

			“Such carnage,” Pickett whispered. 

			But Cleasby had already clinically detached himself from the horror and had begun analyzing the situation. It was hard to estimate how many bodies had been thrown into the room because of the sheer number of pieces they’d been torn into, but the scraps of clothing and scattered bits of armor suggested they were all that was left of the miners and Rathleagh’s mercenaries. Because the room was damp, the parts were in a far more putrid state than the first body they’d found, but in spite of their terrible condition, he could see the marks of claws and where teeth had gnawed on bones. 

			“There’s not enough…” Cleasby muttered. 

			“You think some escaped?” Raus asked. 

			Cleasby shook his head. There were more than enough parts to account for all of them. “I mean there’s not enough mass. I think some of them were partially devoured before being thrown down here.” 

			“That’s it. I’m waiting outside,” Horner said as she went back toward the sunlight. Pickett looked as if he wanted to go with her, but it was either loyalty or embarrassment that kept him from fleeing. As Cleasby listened to the crunching of sticks as Horner left, he had a terrible realization. Kneeling down, he ran his hand across the dirty floor and discovered he was right. 

			They weren’t sticks. 

			He brushed the grime off of what looked like a round rock and found eye sockets looking back at him. 

			“Morrow preserve us,” Pickett gasped when he saw the old skull and came to the same conclusion as Cleasby. He lifted one boot slowly as he realized he was standing on what had to be centuries of decomposing bones. It wasn’t that the ceiling was that much lower here; instead, they were standing on a raised pile of death. “How many are there?” 

			Cleasby scanned across the space, doing a quick calculation. Thousands upon thousands of bones—and a human body only had a few hundred. Assuming everything tossed down here was human, that were enough bones to account for hundreds of corpses. Maybe more. For once, he was at a complete loss. “I don’t know. Too many.” 

			“What is this place?” Raus looked to the educated men, but neither one had an answer to give him. 

			There was a raised section in the center of the room. It had probably been a stand of some kind, but moisture, vegetation, and sheer time had turned it into a crumbling pile of bricks. Yet something stood out from the green, rotting mass: a single flat stone on top of it, suspiciously free of moss. Cleasby approached, trying not to step on and thus disrespect the dead, but eventually he gave up and concentrated on avoiding just the fresh ones.

			It was no mere stone but rather a carved tablet, inscribed with a language Cleasby couldn’t recognize. Pictograms accompanied it. Cleasby moved his glaive closer and studied the pictures by the blue glow.

			Men. Wolves. And something in between. 

			“What is it?” Pickett whispered. 

			 “The reason we rushed here. The reason I refused to leave,” Professor Wynn answered from the entrance. He was covering his mouth with a handkerchief to keep from gagging. “This is hora ze viti vulku. The mountain where wolves howl.” He approached the tablet carefully, almost reverently. “I thought it was a myth. I prayed it was a myth.” 

			“I don’t understand,” Pickett said. “I thought the translations—”

			“Valuable, yes, but they pale next to what someone could learn from this. There’s folklore in the Wyrmwalls about an ancient lost tribe who absorbed the strength of beasts. Legends told of warriors who would degenerate into a berserker fury, impervious to pain and injury, virtually unstoppable in battle. I found enough documentation to suggest these legends were true. There has long been a belief, spread by cultists and backroom gossip for the most desperate fools at the Fraternal Order of Wizardry, that if these old rites could be found, their secrets could be studied, unlocked, and used again.” 

			Cleasby was still trying to decipher the pictograms. It was as if they were pulling him in. “This is a record of a ceremony—people wrapping themselves in animal skins and absorbing the power of their slain enemies. All these bodies...they bathed in their blood.” 

			“Look away, lieutenant. Such a dark thing is best studied in the light,” the professor warned.

			But if I study it a bit longer, I can understand it. When Cleasby realized that thought hadn’t been in his own voice, he forced himself to look away. “There’s something evil here.” 

			“Raus, pick up that tablet,” the professor said. “We’ll take it back to camp.”

			“No. I’m not touching that thing.” the ogrun shook his head. “It’s not for us. We shouldn’t disturb it.” 

			Cleasby was torn. The enlightened, scientific part of his mind wanted to know, but the primitive, primal part was telling him to run. For once the primitive won. “I think Raus is right.” 

			“I’m afraid once a discovery is made, it can’t be unmade.” Wynn sounded almost smug. “Would you prefer to have it secured at the Royal University or left here for someone like Rathleagh to take it for himself?” 

			“I’ll get it,” Pickett said. He looked to the professor for approval, and his mentor nodded. Pickett put his pistol away and then carefully went to the altar and picked up the stone by the sides. Nothing disastrous happened. “It’s not even dusty.” 

			Cleasby understood what this place was now. These body parts had been left here the same way a Morrowan would leave small offerings or a Menite would light candles. The pile of rotting bricks was an altar. This place was a shrine to a dark, primordial god.

			That tablet was clean because something still worshipped here. 
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			The shaman stood within the circle of stones, crying out to the Beast of All Shapes, praying for strength to fill their warriors’ bodies and fury to stretch their souls. As the holy man danced and shook his necklace of finger bones, the chief stepped forward. His warriors began to chant his name. Caradoc. Caradoc. Caradoc. 

			The basin before him had been filled with the blood of the forest predators, bear and wolf; the great beasts of the mountain, gorax and satyr; and soon, to complete the offering, the blood of their prey. 

			Though his skin was still blackened and charred, Ivor had healed enough to participate in the night’s hunt, so he had demanded the right of sacrifice. They’d found the lone trapper wandering in the wilderness weeks ago and had kept him locked in a pen with their pigs. The man was of Cygnar, and he stunk of fear and his own waste as Ivor dragged him before the basin. 

			Polearms and axes—all too clumsy and big for the warriors holding them—were lifted and slammed against the packed dirt, over and over again, striking out a desperate rhythm. 

			The mad shaman’s dance increased in intensity. While only the blackclads knew how to travel through the stones, the tribe’s shaman had gone through the wilding that made him truly of the wilderness. The druids had taken him from their tribe as a boy but returned him to them years later, his mind damaged. He might not have been fit to be a blackclad, but he served as Caradoc’s tribe’s holy man well enough. He was touched in the head, but Caradoc figured most holy men were anyway. 

			But their deranged holy man still possessed the knowledge needed to send warriors through the stones. It required great ceremony and sacrifice for him to reach the proper state of mind, but once the fever was upon him, the old knowledge became clear in the frayed tatters of his mind. The Circle did not know the tribe occasionally used the blackclads’ stones and would surely be outraged if they found out—but the druids were not here and the tribe’s circumstances were dire. 

			Their arrival on the other end would not be nearly as accurate as if they were sent by a real druid, and Caradoc’s warriors would be scattered across the mountainside, but for a lucky few it would be close enough. The glory would be theirs. He prayed he would be one of them and that he would feel bodies parted by his axe, blood in his mouth, and the crunch of bones between his teeth.

			The Cygnar was babbling, begging for mercy and for his young god to come and save him. But Morrow was afraid. Morrow did not dwell on the mountain. The sacrifice saw the massive form of Blood Drinker crouched on the other side of the fire, and the Cygnar began to scream in terror. Ivor yanked back the man’s hair and slashed his throat with a knife. He gurgled and kicked as his blood sprayed into the basin. 

			Caradoc. Caradoc. Caradoc. 

			Ivor let the body topple to the side. The shaman’s totem stick was wrapped in feathers and sinew, and he violently drove it deep into the basin. The holy man drew it free, dripping red in the firelight. Caradoc waited before the bonfire, his intricately carved armor hanging from his small frame, his huge bracers ready to fall from his narrow arms—for all the world looking like a child dressed in his father’s clothing—as the shaman approached. 

			“Do you speak for the mountain?” 

			“I am he who speaks for the mountain,” Caradoc declared for all to hear. 

			The shaman pushed the stick against the chief’s forehead, painting him with blood. “Then let the will of the mountain be known.” 

			As darkness fell upon the village, the change began. 
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			At dusk, Cleasby had led all the workers back into the stockade and locked the gates behind them. Professor Wynn and his most trusted advisors continued to study the tablet they’d found that morning. Though it was now well after sundown, the scholars were still working. 

			Cleasby watched them from a distance with a bad feeling growing in his stomach. The scholars were engrossed in their find, and had he chosen, he could have been among them, trying to decipher the ancient texts, but at that moment he didn’t give a damn about learning. He thought he should have at least been conflicted—his military responsibilities pitted against his love of pursuing new knowledge—but when it came down to it, he made his decision without hesitation or second thoughts. He only cared about getting his charges home safely. His duty as an officer. 

			His men were posted across the camp, watching over the palisade walls. Interspersed between the Storm Knights were workers with firearms, men who Raus identified as decent shots, mentally fit, and not prone to panic. If anything came for them, they’d see it coming and blast it. 

			“Sergeant Rains,” Cleasby called. 

			“Yes, sir.” Rains was standing on top of some crates so he could get a view over the sharpened wooden walls. He hopped down and went to the lieutenant. Rains’ helmet was dented and scratched from where the wolf creature had tried to rip his head off. “All’s clear.”

			“How goes the preparation for the night?”

			“We’re about as secure as can be, all things considered. I don’t think those things will be able to make it over without us hitting them. They’re not the great walls of Caspia, but they’ll do.” 

			That was another thing gnawing at Cleasby. “If the fort was so helpful, why did the monsters leave this place standing after they had slaughtered the others? Why not tear it apart so we would have no shelter?”

			Rains obviously hadn’t thought of that; he seemed to consider it. “I don’t know.” 

			Cleasby dealt in evidence and facts, but Madigan had taught him that an officer had to trust his instincts above all else, and right now, he felt like they were trapped. “I want you to spread the word. Have everyone start packing up. We’re moving out at first light. If I thought we could make it down the mountain without breaking the oxen’s legs in the dark, we’d leave now.” 

			Rains cocked his head. “I didn’t think you’d spoken to the baron about leaving yet.” 

			“I haven’t.”

			“What if he disagrees?”

			“Frankly, I don’t care what he thinks at this point. If it was up to me, we’d already be halfway back to Ironhead by now. He found what he was really looking for.” The fact that the professor had kept potentially dangerous secrets from him was nearly as annoying as Acosta being proven right. “If I can’t persuade him, then he can stay here by himself. My responsibility is to this entire expedition, not one man’s ambition.”

			“So, what happens to your career when the baron goes back to Caspia and complains about you to the Warmaster General?” 

			He still hadn’t told Rains he was getting out of the army. “I’d rather be considered a bully or a coward than be responsible for another massacre. You didn’t see what was in that shrine.”

			Rains knocked on the side of his battered helmet. “No, but I saw the thing that did this. I’m not disagreeing with your assessment.” 

			“Good. Spread the word. We move out at dawn.” 

			Cleasby walked to where the professor was working. Someone had stretched a tarp between two wagons to form a makeshift tent, and the larger stones taken from the ruins were already loaded into the wagons. To one side, the students were working on the less significant items, but the strange tablet was resting atop a crate. The baron hunched over it with a magnifying glass, speaking while Pickett took notes. Bugs flew around the lanterns hung from poles.

			Horner was sitting back a bit, but rather than a notebook, she had her scattergun laid across her knees. Horner looked as nervous as Cleasby felt. She whispered to him as he approached. “I told the professor we should be going, but he won’t listen.” 

			Cleasby approached to the professor. “Pardon me, your Lordship.” 

			“You’re blocking my light,” he muttered.

			“Good. I believe you said earlier such things shouldn’t be studied in the darkness. I’ve given the order for us to leave in the morning.” 

			“What?” the professor looked up, startled. “But we’ve just gotten started. I forbid it.” 

			“As the acting military commander, I believe I have insufficient resources to guarantee the safety of this expedition, so I’m overriding your authority.”

			Pickett wasn’t used to anyone ordering around his respected teacher. “You can’t do that.” 

			“My only regret is that I didn’t do it sooner.”

			Baron Wynn gestured at the tablet. “But we just found this. Who knows what else could be inside those ruins?” 

			“And who knows what else is guarding it.” 

			“So, a mysterious creature tries—and fails—to maul one of your men, and you just turn tail and run?” Pickett demanded. “I thought the mighty Storm Knights were supposed to be courageous.”

			Cleasby was disappointed; he thought he’d made peace with his old friend. For a moment, he just studied Pickett. His first thought was that his friend was taking the professor’s side to curry favor, but Cleasby realized that was unfair. Pickett had actually caught the fever and was excited by the find. This was the kind of thing Pickett had trained for years for, and now he clearly believed Cleasby was trying to steal that adventure away from him. 

			“Think whatever you wish.” Cleasby kept his tone flat and even; it was best to keep this professional. “As long as you do as I say, I don’t particularly care what your opinion of me is.” 

			“And here I thought you had become some kind of war hero when in reality, you’re still the same frightened little bookworm I knew in Corvis. Still scared of his own shadow.”

			Even though he understood Pickett’s desire to stay, Cleasby couldn’t help but lose his temper. “How many of your friends have you watched die in battle, Pickett? Blown apart by Skyhammers or their flesh melted off by Menoth’s Fury?” 

			“What does that—?”

			“How many?” 

			“None.”

			“When that number grows beyond zero, then you can lecture me on the nature of courage. Until then, you can shut up.” So much for professionalism, he thought, but he consoled himself with the knowledge that he had at least made an honest effort. 

			Pickett was clearly offended, but the professor seemed more disappointed by this development than anything else. He held up one hand to silence his assistant. “You’re truly that worried, lieutenant?”

			“We’re isolated, two days from help, facing an unknown number of dangerous foes.” Cleasby pointed at the tablet. “Foes who I believe may have religious reasons to hate our presence. I think we’ve violated their sacred ground.” 

			“This tablet is thousands of years old. There’s no way there’s any connection with whatever animals attacked your soldiers.” The professor was grasping at straws, and they both knew it. “You have a warjack and the most advanced weapons in the kingdom. Surely you can protect us from mere savages.” 

			“People say the same thing about gatormen. They’re just simple tribes wallowing in the mud, without much technology beyond sticks and rocks, but there’s nobody from my part of Cygnar who isn’t scared to death about accidentally straying into their territory. When that savagery comes to bear and you’re outnumbered on terrain they control, you will die.” 

			“Nervous guesswork, nothing more,” Pickett declared. “We started this survey, we should finish it.” 

			Cleasby was annoyed. Now Pickett was just putting on airs as if he were an experienced adventurer. But Cleasby had seen how frightened his old friend had been inside that shrine full of dismembered bodies. “Trust me. I’m something of an expert when it comes to how motivated people can become when you invade their sacred ground. We don’t want to be here.” 

			“Cleasby is right,” Horner finally chimed in. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this. A squad of mercenaries and a ranger patrol are dead. We can gather more troops in Ironhead to properly secure this place and come back. The delay will be inconsequential.” 

			“As soon as we walk away, Rathleagh will move in to loot this place of all its precious knowledge.” The professor looked at her, then Pickett, then back at Cleasby before letting out a defeated sigh. “I did specify that I didn’t want a yes man. Very well, lieutenant, your point has been made yet again. I will try to be reasonable. I’ll sleep on it, and give you my answer in the morning.” 

			“I know what your answer will be because we’re leaving in the morning.” 

			He’d pushed too far, and he knew it. The professor snapped, “Then we’ll be very sad to see you go. If Horner has lost her stomach for exploration, she can return with you and request replacement troops. As long as I’m paying them well enough, I’m sure Raus and his men will stick around, and they will be a sufficient deterrent.”

			Cleasby wasn’t so sure about that. He’d seen how shaken the ogrun had been when they’d come out of those rotting ruins. But even if Raus left, surely some of his laborers would be greedy enough to stay. Even a few armed men would probably be sufficient to convince the professor to stay. Wynn was too close to this, too blinded by his own desires. 

			“I’m begging you, your Lordship. You asked for me to protect you, so you need to trust me.” 

			“I appreciate your concern, Cleasby. I truly do. It’s obvious you care a great deal about the safety of all these people, but there’s no such thing as great discovery without great risk. We’ll be alert during the day and safe inside these walls at night.” 

			“I’m sure the last group felt exactly the same way.” Cleasby walked away without another word. There was nothing else he could do to sway the professor, but he still had work to do. 

			The bunkhouse was quiet. The small building was filled with bedrolls, most of them occupied. Some of the university crew and most of the workers were trying to get some sleep. One of the students had brought a bottle of fine wine to crack open if they made any great discoveries, but it was still sitting, uncorked and lonely, on the table they’d cleaned the mercenary’s brains from. Considering this historic discovery, they should have been excited, even celebratory, but their mood was muted. Cleasby suspected a chamber of bones would have that effect on an expedition.

			One corner had been set-aside as their hospital. Cleasby pushed his way through the hanging blankets and stopped in front of the ranger. She had a few candles lit next to her cot, and even in the dim light, he could see Novak was much healthier. She was conscious, alert, and her color had returned. Unfortunately, she was now belligerent. 

			She sat up on her cot. “You! About damned time you showed your face.”

			On the other side of the blanket, workers attempting to sleep shouted for them to keep it down. 

			She lowered her voice a bit. “So, am I supposed to be a prisoner or not?” 

			“No. I believe you are who you say you are.”

			“I wouldn’t know it by the treatment.” The young ranger alternated between anger and suspicion. “You had one of your men stationed at this bunkhouse all day, keeping an eye on me, and he wouldn’t say so much as a word about what was going on.” 

			“Corporal Bevy’s not much of a talker. Don’t take it as an insult.” In fact, Cleasby didn’t think Bevy liked anyone much at all, but it was hard to tell since he’d uttered a grand total of possibly fifty words since they’d left Sul—and most were just some variation of yes, sir or no, sir. “I left him to guard the whole camp.”

			“Am I free to go, then?” 

			“Well, since you could barely walk the last time we spoke, it didn’t come up, but yes, you are. If you were a prisoner, I’d have shackled you to our warjack. I’ve done it before. When the prisoner tries to run, Headhunter just tugs. It’s hilarious to watch. But I digress. I came to see if you’re ready to travel.” 

			Novak appeared relieved. Regardless of what else she’d told him, Cleasby believed she was sincerely terrified of this place. “Good. I’ve got to report what happened to my patrol.” 

			“We’re leaving for Ironhead at first light.” Cleasby pulled up a stool and carefully lowered his armored bulk onto it. When the wooden legs didn’t creak too much, he figured it was safe to rest for a moment. One got used to living in armor, but there was no getting around the constant strain. A soldier could ignore discomfort, but it was always there anyway. 

			“Not soon enough.” 

			“I believe your story, Novak. I’ll be glad to be free of this place, too.” 

			“I just want off this wretched mountain.” Novak was a petite, fair-skinned, blonde young woman, but there was something about the way Cygnaran rangers spoke and carried themselves that made Cleasby think they were about to spit on the floor and start a fight. “To hell with it, and to hell with those wolf things. If I come back, I hope it’s with my whole battalion to clean those hairy bastards out, once and for all.” She hesitated. “Something’s eating you. You look worried, lieutenant.”

			“I think we’re being stalked by the creatures that hit your patrol, and I’m afraid we just stole something from them.”

			“Then put it back.” 

			“Sadly, it’s not my call to make. All I can do is make sure we’re as secure as possible for the night.” He imagined it wouldn’t hurt to try getting more information out of her one more time. “If I knew more about what we were dealing with, I’d be able to do a better job of protecting us. You seem clearheaded now. I need to know what’s out there. Can you tell me anything else?” 

			Novak shook her head. “I told you what I know.” 

			“Not about the monsters, but tell me what brought your patrol here to begin with. I think the CRS sent your patrol out here for a reason. I want to know if whatever you were scouting for is related to this danger.”

			“Fat chance of me knowing anything useful, sir. Even if I were allowed to tell you, I’m only a corporal. It isn’t as if you officers are free with information.” As Novak spoke, her eyes flicked to the side, an unconscious tell. She was trying hard not to give too much away. If she had to consciously think of what not to say, then she knew something. “We’re mushrooms.”

			“Kept in the dark and fed dung. I get it. It’s no better for Storm Knights. But soldiers talk. Well, everyone but Bevy. And we hear things. I know you’re sworn to secrecy, but I just want to keep what happened to your patrol from happening to anyone else. Anything you could tell me might help.” 

			“You’ve got me between a rock and a hard place here, lieutenant. You’re not in my chain of command, and I really don’t want to be court-martialed, but I also don’t want to end up like the rest of my patrol either. I’m fond of keeping both my arms attached to my torso.” 

			“Understandable. Think about it. And in the meantime, if you hear an alarm, I put your weapons and equipment right over there. There’s a spare box of cartridges on top of your cloak, and I had your rifle cleaned and oiled so it wouldn’t rust. Of course, I was never been issued a rifle; instead, I went right from shuffling paperwork to carrying a storm glaive. But Langston first enlisted as a long gunner, so I’m assuming he did a passable job.” 

			“Thank you, sir.” That small gesture seemed to move her more than tending to her wounds and saving her life. “A ranger’s rifle is her best friend. You take care of it, and it’ll take care of you.” 

			“Are you a good shot with that rifle?”

			“Extremely good.” She didn’t have to think about her answer. 

			“Hopefully I won’t need a demonstration. Level with me, Novak. Provided we live, if Scout General Rebald is upset, just blame it on my 6th Platoon.” 

			“Not bloody likely he’ll accept that. I’ve never met the man, and I’d just as soon keep it that way.”

			“Well, he and I have met. Actually, you never know when he might show up. Blow up one national landmark, and you’d be surprised who shows up to personally debrief you.” Cleasby smiled, but she simply gave him an odd look. Apparently she didn’t expect him to know the head of the CRS. “However, that’s a state secret, too. See? I can do same thing. Only that particular problem is dead and gone, and yours is currently breathing down our necks.” 

			Novak’s brow wrinkled as she pondered the situation for a moment. An oath of secrecy was one thing, but there were extenuating circumstances here. Finally, she made her decision and beckoned him closer so no one else would overhear her words. “Have you heard of the Circle Orboros?” 

			Cleasby gave her a blank look. 

			“Blackclads?” 

			He was about as well read as someone could be and seldom forgot anything he’d ever seen on a page, but there wasn’t much to be read about that group. “Folklore, mostly. Forest wizards hiding from society who steal children and train great beasts to fight on their behalf. Outlandish stories like that.” 

			“Oh, but they’re real, all right. Sure, a lot of what’s said about them is superstition, but they’re capable, and they’re deadly. In the wild places where rangers go, especially in some of these backwoods villages we visit, what the Circle says is more the law than anything King Leto dictates in Caspia. The old ways are still practiced out in the hills and hollows. The druids mostly keep to themselves, but some of their followers absolutely despise civilization. Cross them and you’ll end up on a stone altar with your heart cut out. The Army knows about them. We’ve even fought them before, but as far as I know, never openly. And the Strategic Academy is very interested in what they’re up to.”

			“What does this Circle want?” 

			Novak shrugged. “Beats me. I can’t tell you much more, and I don’t even know if these wolf creatures are allied with the druids, but we were sent here looking for something in particular. I don’t know all the details, but they’re supposed to have a magical way of traveling long distances and instantly appearing somewhere else.” 

			“That sounds absurd.” The greatest minds in Cygnar, even with all of their technological marvels, couldn’t do anything like that. Being able to move troops in that manner would change warfare forever. Give Sebastian Nemo that power, Cleasby knew, and they’d be landing the Storm Division in Korsk tomorrow. 

			“It’s some sort of nature magic. The powerful druids can twist the world to suit them. They move rock and earth with a thought and can even make forests appear where there weren’t any before to disorient and confuse folks.”

			Cleasby’s expression must have revealed his incredulity. 

			“Fine. Don’t believe me, city boy.”

			“I’m from Corvis.”

			“That’s still a city, but with your smooth talk, I had you pegged for a Caspian. Corvis might be sinking into a swamp, but when you live someplace that crowded and civilized, you lose your connection to the real world. The natural order of things. You don’t grasp how much power there is floating around the natural world. You get out here, into the wilds where my people go, and you come to believe there’s something to those old ways right quick. Sorry, I’m rambling.” 

			“It’s all right. It’s fascinating,” he said. 

			“Really?” Novak blushed. She apparently wasn’t used to having a “city boy” take such things seriously. “Well, my patrol was told to look for a certain kind of carved stones and to document their location whenever we found them.”

			“Are these stones tied into how they supposedly appear out of thin air?”

			“Over my pay grade, lieutenant, but I believe so. The CRS most definitely wants to figure it out. Rumor is the Circle people have them buried around the countryside so they can move messengers between them.” 

			And then it hit him. “What about assassins?” 

			“Possibly. I don’t see why not. Hey, you look like you’ve seen a ghost. What’s wrong?” 

			There were carved stones all over the mountainside; Cleasby had seen scores of them. Now he understood why the enemy had left this fort standing. “Get your rifle.” 

			There was a sudden gust of wind. The blankets billowed, and the candles went out. 

			A strong smell hit his nostrils—iron, blood, musk, and smoke. It was close and overwhelming, and he knew why. Something else was inside the bunkhouse with them. 

			And then the screaming began. 
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			Into the circle and through the stones, an instant tore through the world. It tore through the rock and the earth, through the trees and the grass, and it moved through life and death, pouring out into the night air, miles from Caradoc’s village. 

			The Beast of All Shapes must have been displeased with him because Caradoc found himself high on the mountainside rather than inside the fort. Impatient, he tasted the air and found his direction. Some of his warriors were blessed. Fresh blood was already on the wind. The instant after they’d stepped through the stones, there had been prey waiting for them to take. 

			Caradoc set out for the fort at a run, leaping across logs and deftly ducking beneath branches. His form was now vast and powerful, strong as a bear but lithe and graceful as a running deer. His senses thundered with the excitement of the hunt as he felt the other warriors appear around him, drawn to the holy mountain to fulfill their calling. As they arrived, each rushed toward the fort. By the time they arrived, the fort gate would be open, their prey vulnerable. 

			The humans thought of the fort as safety, but walls were an illusion to those who could travel through the stones. Instead, the fort was little more than a pen with livestock ready for slaughter. Hopefully by the time he got there, there would still be some Cygnar left for him to fight. 

			The scent of men… Caradoc shifted focus. Some of the prey must have strayed from the slaughterhouse. Perhaps the Beast of All Shapes was pleased with him after all.

			He slowed, crouched, and crept forward. The plates of his armor were tied with leather strips to prevent the ring of metal against metal, so his movements went unheard. Other skinwalkers had sensed these men as well and broke off to join their chief while the rest continued running toward the fort. None of the mighty hunters made a sound. 

			Caradoc drew closer, peering through the brush. Tonight he wore the eyes of the wolf, so the darkness was clear and bright. Some men were on watch, but they were too stupid to see the danger crawling toward them. These men made no fire. They ate cold food from tins. They smelled like the city, like coal dust and crowds, but they were not the blue soldiers. Caradoc’s ears twitched as they spoke. They were here to watch the blue soldiers, and yet they complained to each other about discomfort, bug bites, and cold, unaware that just ahead of them, the blue soldiers were being torn apart. 

			A distant roar of thunder made them all turn toward the fort. Lightning flashed, leaping above the walls and dancing across the face of the holy mountain. Gunfire followed the lightning. 

			“What’s going on, Sayre?” one of the humans asked as he scrambled from his bedroll. 

			“Shut up.” This one had the stink of magic on him. Caradoc could smell metal, oil, and power coming off of him. Gun mage. This one was dangerous. Caradoc had hunted such men before. 

			“What’re those Storm Knights shooting at now?” 

			Soundlessly, Caradoc launched himself from the brush and filled his mouth with the first sentry’s throat. Blood—wonderful, hot blood—spilled down his throat as Caradoc tore the man’s life out. Skinwalkers controlled their animal instincts enough to fight with weapons, but using his body as a weapon was part of Caradoc’s ritual heritage. Biting was less effective than his axe, but it was perfect for situations like this. He held the sentry down so the man’s thrashing wouldn’t alert the others. To the side, one of Caradoc’s warriors grabbed ahold of another sentry, ripping claws through his face, and dragged him away from the camp. The man managed to let out a bit of a surprised squeak before he was gone. 

			“What was that? Where’s Tom?” Deadly, glowing pistols appeared in the gun mage’s hands. “To arms!” 

			The other humans fumbled to respond, letting seconds pass as the long arms of desperation reached for their minds just as their own hands reached for their weapons.

			Caradoc rose, muzzle dripping blood, and stepped into their camp, roaring his challenge. He swung his great axe at the closest human and split him in two. 

			 Stinking of fear, the gun mage looked upon Caradoc’s true form and opened fire. 
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			A terrible ear-piercing howl filled the bunkhouse. 

			Novak froze. For an instant, all of the terror of that awful night came rushing back to her. The screams of dying men, the sound of their bones breaking and their skin tearing, and the images of her squad being ripped to pieces flashed before her eyes. Every muscle in her body tensed to keep her flesh together and keep her whole. 

			But then the body of a worker was hurled through the hanging blankets, knocking her off the cot. The body struck Lieutenant Cleasby hard enough to fling him back against the wall. He slid down the logs, entangled in blankets, cursing and trying to free himself from the eviscerated worker thrashing on top of him. 

			Rangers trained hard; their endurance was like steel forged of their discipline. They trained to push past fear and pain. And that training saved Novak’s life. She heard the whistle as a gigantic blade split the air and smashed through her cot. But by the time she hit the floor, she had already shoved the images of dead friends aside and scrambled on her hands and knees toward where Cleasby had indicated her rifle would be. She would not die in bed, on her back, without a weapon in her hands. 

			She reached for the rifle, mindful of the chaos all around her, her senses tuned to detecting the killers in their midst. A lantern hung from the ceiling had been struck and was swinging wildly back and forth. People were shouting, crying, running and dying because death incarnate had appeared among them and was bounding about the bunkhouse, rending them to pieces. Its howls echoed deafeningly in the confined space.

			For the first time, Novak clearly saw the thing that had nearly killed her. It had materialized in the middle of the room and was so tall, its shaggy head rubbed against the ceiling. Like before, it was black as night, covered in thick, wiry hair, but now she could tell it had a body like a man’s—two legs, upright, long and lean with upper appendages that could serve as either arms or legs—with the head of a wolf. She’d been briefed on warpwolves, and this creature was similar but much closer to a human’s size. The light from the swinging lantern danced across the creature’s fur and, to Novak’s surprise, reflected back at her. Her eyes narrowed while she studied it. It was wearing metal plates and a leather harness. Like a man dressed for battle, she realized. And when it turned, she saw the polearm in its claws with a blade as wide as her torso and a haft long enough to sweep half the bunkhouse in one swing.

			And that was exactly what it was doing. 

			The blade slashed through the room. Workers were sent crashing from their feet by its haft. The unlucky ones caught the edge and came apart in sprays of blood. One of the university scholars was still on the floor beneath the beast, trapped inside his sleeping roll. As he struggled to free his limbs from its wrapper, the creature aligned its foot above his flailing body and crushed him in one effortless motion. Without a downward glance, it curled its clawed toes deep into the man’s guts and kicked him aside. A gun went off. The bullet struck the monster’s armor at an angle, bounced off, and struck the ceiling. A man swung a pick at the creature’s back, but it turned, caught the handle, ripped the tool away, and backhanded him across the room. 

			Novak hugged the floor to avoid the polearm and spotted her equipment stacked neatly atop a pile of supplies. She crawled frantically toward it. Panicked workers ran past her. Someone stepped on her hand as they rushed to leap out the window. Someone else tripped over her leg and fell. A knot of bodies tried to push through the door. The monster turned toward them, snarling. 

			Novak reached her gun. She sprang to her feet, snatched it up, broke open the action, and stopped—there was no ammo. Desperate, she flung aside her folded cloak and searched for her bandoleer. 

			The creature moved for the doorway where the men were crushing each other for the chance to escape. She wouldn’t save them in time. None of them.

			“Hey! Over here!” It was Lieutenant Cleasby. He’d freed himself, and the Storm Knight was heading straight for the monster, trying to distract it from the easier targets. “Try someone who can fight, coward.” 

			The monster slowly turned, its wolfish mouth opening to reveal jagged white teeth. It snarled something incomprehensible as the mighty polearm turned in its claws. It loomed over Cleasby. Blood and slobber dribbled from its mouth to form a puddle on the floor. 

			The Storm Knight lifted his glaive in both hands. “That’s it. Come and get me.” 

			Novak had seen the mighty glaives in action before and knew instantly that Cleasby’s wasn’t charged. Either he’d not had time or had decided it wasn’t worth the risk with so many innocents this close. Either way, Novak couldn’t imagine the monster would leave Cleasby standing. She turned her focus back to finding her ammunition. Quickly. You can do this. Where’s that damned cloak? 

			There was a momentous crash as metal clashed against metal that sent bumps down her neck and arms as Cleasby caught the creature’s blade with his own. 

			There. She could see what she needed tucked within the folds of the cloak she had flung to the floor: the box of cartridges Cleasby had left for her. Ripping it open, Novak pulled out a paper case, shoved it into the chamber, and closed the action. She turned back and was surprised to see that not only was Cleasby still on his feet but the thin man was actually counterattacking the off-balance monster. He was far tougher than he looked.

			Novak shouldered the rifle, put her cheek against the stock, and peered down the sights. The range was close, but the monster was leaping about and Cleasby kept getting in her way. Curse the brave fool. The light was so bad she could barely see the gold bead of her front sight. She’d hit these things before and done nothing. Difficult shot. Armored target. No time. This one had to count. 

			The monster’s polearm was terrifying against a room full of unprepared victims, but it was too long and awkward to go head-to-head against an angry Storm Knight in such a confined space. Cleasby was hacking at the beast as it tried to spear him anyway, but the end of the haft caught against the logs, and, for just an instant, the monster turned its head to see what it was stuck on.

			Novak shot it right in the face.

			Sharp white teeth and bloody bits flew in every direction. The monster opened its jaws, wailing in surprise. Cleasby used the distraction to push past the polearm. It turned back to meet him but too late. With a roar, Cleasby swung his blade in a downward arc. His aim was true, missing the plates, and metal bit deep into the horror’s flesh. Even unpowered, the glaive remained a heavy chunk of sharpened steel, and it cleaved through the meat of the monster’s neck and into its collarbone. 

			The monster was so massive that as it stumbled back, it dragged Cleasby across the floor. The glaive was caught in bone. Cleasby tripped over the dead and dying, but his grip remained tight. The monster backed into the far wall while its claws reached up for the glaive to try and pull it free, but Cleasby wrenched his glaive side to side, levering the hilt like a pry bar, tearing the wound open wider and wider, shouting at the beast to die.

			While Novak reloaded her rifle, other workers had gathered enough of their wits to attack the beast as well. They leapt at it with whatever tools were at hand—knives, hammers, even a chisel. Within seconds, four more men joined Cleasby, and together they mercilessly hacked at the monster as it slid down the log wall and fell into a wet puddle. 

			The military rifle had momentarily overwhelmed her hearing, but over the ringing in her ears, Novak could catch more noises outside. The man who’d leapt out the window began to scream as another monster tore into him. A storm glaive went off, and the blast made her rifle sound like a popgun. 

			“Lieutenant, there’s more of them!” Novak shouted, unsure of her own volume, as she grabbed the box of cartridges and took up a firing position at the window. She snapped off a shot at a passing monster, but by the time the smoke from the blasting powder had cleared, it was already gone. 

			More howls echoed through the window. But these weren’t from inside the fort—they were closing in all around it. There had to be dozens of them. 

			Cleasby had to put a boot on the fallen creature’s shoulder to pull his glaive free. One worker had a small hammer and was still beating the monster’s head like it was a drum. “They’re going to try and let more in,” Cleasby called. “We’ve got to secure the gate.” 

			Once the people crushing each other in the doorway realized the thing inside was dead and there were more inside the walls, their eagerness to get outside died with their hope for survival. Feeling their morale slip, Cleasby pushed through the men, shouting orders. “Whoever can fight, get ready. Whoever can’t, see to the wounded. If we can’t hold the walls, we’ll all be falling back here.” He flung open the door and rushed into the night. 

			Novak reloaded her rifle and dumped the rest of the paper cases into one of her pockets. It wasn’t until her toes squished into the warm puddles of blood that she realized she was still barefoot, but she followed after Cleasby anyway. The Storm Knight lieutenant hadn’t waited to see if anyone was going to follow him. A leader like that didn’t need to. 
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			As Cleasby entered the fray, it was obvious everything had gone to hell. Several of the wolf creatures rampaged through the interior of the fort. They were deadly, but they were only a deliberate distraction from the bigger threat. The men he’d position on the walls had their attention turned inward, unaware that they were about to be attacked from behind. “Rains!” There was no sign of his second in command. 

			Cleasby saw Pangborn gesturing wildly, giving directions to Headhunter. One of the creatures had charged their mighty Stormclad, and now all that was left of the creature was a blackened hole in the ground decorated with bits of armor and hairy stump limbs. The blade of a polearm was embedded in Headhunter’s hip joint. With his free hand, the warjack reached down, tore it out in a spray of hydraulic oil, and tossed it into the dirt.

			“No! Now you’ll have a worse leak!” Pangborn shouted at his ’jack. But Headhunter had already gone tearing off after his next target. Plumes of black smoke shot from his stacks as he charged. The wolf beast was smart enough to keep running.

			Even with all the commotion going on around him, Cleasby was able to detach himself from the madness long enough to assess the situation. The gate was unlocked. The chains that held the gate in place at night were snapped and the crossbeam had been hacked in two. One of the beasts must have smashed it first thing. This hole in their perimeter needed to be plugged immediately or they were done for. 

			“Pangborn, get Headhunter to block that gate!” 

			“They’re already here,” Pangborn shouted back, but then he realized what Cleasby meant. “Headhunter!” The big man whistled and pointed at the gate. Surprisingly, Headhunter listened this time and obeyed. Still, the way the giant, expressionless killing machine responded to the order somehow suggested it was a tad depressed to give up the chase. The lieutenant was thankful for Pangborn’s ’jack marshaling skills because if Cleasby had given that order, he was pretty sure Headhunter would have, at best, ignored him or, at worst, kicked him over the fence. 

			Satisfied that their most vulnerable entrance was now secured, Cleasby followed the flashes of lightning until he saw blue armor. Rains and a few of the Malcontents were firing on a retreating monster. It disappeared behind one corner of the stable as the Storm Knights blew the logs into splinters. 

			The few monsters inside the fort were already promising to be deadly but allowing more over the palisade would be much worse. 

			“Sixth Platoon! Listen up!” Cleasby shouted so loudly, it burned his throat—he was unsure which of them could hear him or who was still alive. Once he had their attention, he gestured. “Get shooters back on the walls. We’re about to get hit from all sides.” 

			Even in the face of immediate danger, Sergeant Rains broke off to make sure his officer’s orders were carried out. He shouted at the Storm Knights in view. “Bevy, cover the north wall. Langston, south. Younger, east. Gather volunteers on the way. Move!” 

			The hardest command to obey wasn’t to charge headfirst into danger but rather to ignore danger and leave it unresolved, for someone else to deal with—and yet, without hesitating, his Storm Knights ran off in different directions. 

			Cleasby moved closer to Rains. “We killed one in the bunkhouse. How many more are inside?” 

			“Two, I think,” Rains said. “It’s hard to tell. They’re quick.” 

			As much as Cleasby wanted to go charging after the wolf beasts himself, it was his responsibility to coordinate the defense, which would be a bit of challenge while in a sword fight. “Hunt those things down before they cause too much harm.” 

			Rains looked around for more help. “I could use some backup.” 

			There was a blue flash and a boom from the other side of the stable, followed by the shouts of a familiar voice. “Come, hideous beast! Come and fight Savio Montero Acosta!” 

			“There’s your backup,” Cleasby said. 

			“Damn it,” Rains muttered as he ran toward the lightning. 

			Cleasby turned back to the gate. Their ’jack marshal was peering through the gaps between the logs. 

			“Lieutenant! We’ve got incoming!” Pangborn shouted. “Something big!” He got out of the way as Headhunter lumbered up to the gate, extended his buckler arm, and placed it against the wood. A moment later something huge hit the other side. Ropes snapped and chains popped. The impact was so great that even Headhunter slid back a foot. 

			The palisade was twelve feet high there, but whatever was on the other side was so tall that a mass of dark fur could be seen above the spikes. The giant beast let out an incredible bellow of rage, bringing people to their knees, their hands covering their ears as they grimaced in pain. The noise went on and on, drowning out every other sound in the world. So angry, so belligerent, that when it finally tapered off, everyone, man and beast alike, stood there, weak-kneed and dumbfounded. 

			Now that was a challenge. 

			“You gonna let him talk to you like that?” Pangborn shouted at his ’jack. 

			Headhunter didn’t take kindly to such insults; it dipped one shoulder and placed it against the wood. Another massive hit shook the entire fort, but this time, Headhunter didn’t budge. 

			Clemency Horner had been near the gate and had taken cover behind some crates when the great scream had begun. The archeologist looked at Cleasby wide-eyed and shouted, “Now that might be a warpwolf!” 

			“We’ve got to hold that gate.” For the first time Cleasby looked back to see who had come with him from the bunkhouse. He had an injured, barefoot ranger, an old laborer with an antique pistol, and a dwarf with a pickaxe. They would have to do. “Novak, climb up that wall and see if you can get an angle on the big one.” 

			The military rifle in her hands wasn’t particular impressive. “I don’t know if it’ll notice.” 

			“Try to shoot it in the soft bits.” 

			As Novak ran off, Cleasby tried to take in the situation. Based on the noise, sending his men back to the walls had been a good call. They were firing on targets in the surrounding woods, and from the volume of fire, there seemed to be a lot of targets to choose from. It looked as if Langston was the last to reach his position on the south wall, but thankfully he made it up the ladder just as a hairy grey arm appeared over the top of the palisade. One panicked swing later, a bloody claw was lying in the dirt, and the wounded monster dropped down the other side. Langston grinned almost maniacally.

			When the gigantic creature hit the gate again, it shook the west wall so badly that the workers who’d been climbing up it to shoot were flung back into the compound. If they didn’t stop that thing quickly, it would make a hole they wouldn’t be able to plug. Headhunter was their most powerful weapon, but the warjack couldn’t engage the beast without opening the gate, and if they did that, more of the wolf monsters would probably swarm in around it. Luckily, Cleasby had spent much of the journey pondering various ways to kill dire trolls. Thorny’s inventory had some interesting things on it for such an occasion, and although this wasn’t a dire troll, it seemed close enough in Cleasby’s mind. He turned to the workers. “You brought some blasting powder charges to clear rubble. Where are they?” 

			“Locked up safe in a chest,” the older man said. “Raus has the key.” 

			Cleasby glanced around but didn’t see the ogrun. He pointed at the dwarf’s pickaxe. “That looks like a key to me. Get those charges now.” They headed for the wagons while Cleasby went to the gate to help Pangborn. He still had a couple of Storm Knights unaccounted for. If they were alive, they were pitching in somewhere—but in the moment, Cleasby couldn’t afford to worry about them.

			Pangborn had tossed aside his equipment to work on Headhunter. His storm thrower and pack were on the ground next to him, and now free of his gauntlets, his hands were nimbly working on the ’jack. Despite having been sprayed with hot oil, he’d managed to get a rubber patch onto the ruptured hydraulic cylinder. Now Pangborn was trying to hold the patch in place with one hand while he tried to free a tube of alchemical sealer from the leather apron he wore around the front of his armor. The mechanic was so lost in concentration that he seemed to Cleasby as if he were oblivious to his vulnerability—if the monster bowled Headhunter over, Pangborn would be crushed. 

			“Got to fix the damage before he loses power to this leg!” Pangborn shouted, 

			The beast hit the gate again, and as the logs splintered and came apart, Headhunter slid across the packed dirt. Pangborn grimaced when he crashed against a metal leg, but he kept hold of the patch.

			Cleasby rushed in and shoved his armored palms against the rubber patch. Pangborn let go, pulled out the tube of sealer, bit the cap off with his teeth, and began squirting the mixture along the edge. The rubber melted as the alchemical mixture hissed and bubbled. Cleasby started and quickly moved his fingers out of the way—the last thing he wanted to do was weld his hands to Headhunter. 

			“Almost there,” Pangborn mumbled around the cap that rested on his lips like a cigar. His focus was on his work. Cleasby glanced nervously toward the gate. Through the widening cracks between the logs, he could see the vast black shape retreating to get another running start at them. “Almost there—” 

			“Pangborn!” 

			The beast charged. 

			“Got it!” 

			Cleasby let go of the patch and desperately tackled Pangborn. The two Storm Knights tumbled to the ground just as the monster landed. Headhunter’s damaged leg buckled—its knee slammed deep into the earth where Pangborn had just been standing. With a whistle of angry steam, Headhunter surged back up and shoved the failing gate back into place. 

			Pangborn looked at the hole in the earth, picturing the wet earth dripping from Headhunter’s knee as if it were his intestines, and then at Cleasby. “Good shove.” 

			“Thank me when this thing is dead,” he said as he struggled to his feet. Storm armor was heavy, but when properly motivated, a Storm Knight could still get up in a hurry. Cleasby could feel the vibrations in the earth as the beast stomped back to rush the gate once more. The barricades, especially the gate itself, had never been designed to take this kind of abuse, and it wasn’t going to last much longer. “Retrieve your storm thrower.”

			Pangborn hurried to his weapon. He hoisted the heavy pack and got one strap over his shoulder. The storm thrower dangled from its insulated hose. “Charging. Let’s fry this thing.”

			“Gauntlets, Pangborn,” Cleasby warned, “Forget your protective equipment in the heat of the moment, you’ll blow your hands off when you try to fire.”

			“Safety first, lieutenant,” Pangborn said with a grin as he pulled his gauntlets from his apron. Cleasby didn’t know how he did it, but the big man always seemed to be enjoying himself at times like this. Some men were just born to fight. 

			“Army! We got your charges!” The dwarf was running toward Cleasby, his stubby legs pumping, a big canvas satchel in his arms. He looked nervous about his cargo. 

			“Distract that beast,” Cleasby shouted to whoever could hear. It was going to be close. Some of the workers had managed to climb back up the west palisade when a handful of gunshots suddenly rang out. Horner demonstrated she was far braver than the average scholar by shoving the muzzle of her scattergun through a gap between the logs and firing at the monster’s legs. None of her rounds seemed large enough to fell the beast, but luckily, she bought them some time. Unluckily, the beast reached up and swatted one of the shooters from the top of the wall. There was a flash of black fur, yellow claws, and then a man went flying into the night. 

			“Careful, careful,” The dwarf’s voice got higher and higher as he pushed the satchel toward Cleasby. “That’s just two big pouches of blastin’ powder. As soon as they mix, they’ll go off.” 

			Cleasby looked inside the satchel; two bags were resting on top of each other, one black, the other red. It would probably have been smarter to carry one in each hand while running across a compound menaced by wolf monsters, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. “How do you detonate it?” 

			“Burning fuse.” 

			“Where’s the fuse?” 

			“Uh—” The dwarf looked back toward the wagons. “—you didn’t say to get no fuse!” 

			“Damn it.” There wasn’t time to go look for it. Cleasby took the satchel and hauled it toward the gate. Maybe if they were lucky, the sacks would rupture on impact. He looked at the height of the fence, took a guess at the size of the beast, and realized he wasn’t strong enough to land it on the other side of the monster. If it landed too close, the blast would not only destroy the wall but, more than likely, kill them all with shrapnel. He needed some muscle. “Pangborn, take this.”

			Pangborn took the satchel by the straps. “What is it?” 

			“A bomb.” 

			The mechanic’s eyes widened. “Thanks?” 

			“Wait for the beast to hit, then I need you to throw this behind it. We need its body to shield us from the blast. Got it?”

			“Got it.” Pangborn dropped his storm thrower and took the improvised bomb in both hands, trying to determine the most efficient way to toss the awkward package. 

			“You have one shot. Make it count.” Cleasby turned back toward the failing gate. The beast was coming at them again. Headhunter was propping up a pile of broken sticks and wood pulp at this point. Cleasby flipped down his visor in the hope that if this didn’t go according to plan, splinters wouldn’t shred his eyes. “Wait…” 

			The beast roared another terrible, awful, piercing scream of primal hate right before impact. 

			“Now!” 

			Pangborn hurled the bomb. 

			The wall shuddered again under the beast’s attack. Headhunter took the impact with his buckler arm and shoved back. And as all this happened, the canvas bag sailed awkwardly through the air, end over end, slowly hurtling over Headhunter and over the hairy, snarling monstrosity and landed perfectly somewhere on the other side. Cleasby braced for impact.

			It didn’t go off. 

			“Bloody hell.” Cleasby had to think of something fast. He couldn’t see the monster from here, so he didn’t have a shot at it with his glaive. Most of the workers had been knocked off the crumbling palisade, but then he spied one person still hanging on. At the far end of the wall, perched precariously on the corner, was none other than the ranger. 

			“Novak! Shoot the bag! Shoot the bag!” He couldn’t even tell if she’d heard him. The ranger was leaning dangerously far over the side of the wall. She was vulnerable, her rifle was shouldered, and her elbow was resting against a sharpened log. She seemed far too still and calm, all things considered. “Shoot the—”

			She fired but the noise of her gunshot was nothing compared to the horrendous explosion on the other side of the fence. A wave of pressure rolled across them, shredding bark from logs and threatening to bend the fence to the point of breaking. The blast hurled Cleasby backward while debris rained from the sky to ping against his armor and swirls of dust replaced the clouds in the sky. 

			The beast roared anew, but this time from pain and surprise. 

			“Headhunter, move the gate and open fire on that thing!” 

			For once, their warjack responded to him or, more likely, Headhunter was tired of waiting and wanted its own piece of the monster. It didn’t so much open the gate as move its shield arm away and let the gate fall. 

			The monster was tough. It had been practically standing on top of the bomb, and yet it was still, remarkably, in one piece. It was hard to get a good look at the monster in the dim light, through the dust and the smoke. Like the other creatures trying to climb the walls, it was vaguely lupine in form—with long arms ending in claws and great jaws that could snap a man in half—except for its posture. Standing upright, the beast had what appeared to be spikes of bone poking through its bristling hair and great shaggy mane. 

			“Warpwolf!” Horner confirmed Cleasby’s worst fears. 

			Cleasby shouted, “Pangborn, fire!” 

			The storm thrower ignited, blasting a crackling blue line into the beast. Glaives would track the more potent blast of the storm thrower, giving the Storm Knights easier targets. Cleasby aimed his glaive and pushed the firing stud. His arc followed the same blinding path as the first. Another Storm Knight came from around Headhunter and fired as well. Three blue lines rapidly leapt through the open gate, tearing and burning through the beast, yet they all paled compared to what came next. 

			Headhunter pointed his massive generator blade at the now-illuminated beast. They could all feel the energy building in the air, gathering along the length of deadly, alchemically treated steel. Blue lines hissed down the blade as Headhunter fired. 

			The generator blast put their glaives to shame. It hit with a mighty roar, and for just an instant the beast was highlighted as if ringed in fire. The gagging stench of burned hair filled the space between them, and smoke suddenly burst from the monster’s ears as if a fire burned in its skull. The beast twitched and jerked as the lightning ripped through its muscles, but it didn’t stop there. The energy arced outward, deliberately and hungrily burning into other nearby wolf men who’d thought they were safe behind their beast. 

			Charred and smoking, the beast hit the ground and rolled away. The foul stench of burning flesh surrounded them all as if it had physical form. Headhunter took one thunderous step forward and violently banged his generator blade against his shield, as if to say “challenge accepted.” 

			Clawing at the earth, the beast scrambled away from the gate, got to its feet, and fled into the trees. 

			“Don’t pursue,” Cleasby ordered. Though he knew the aggressive warjack would want to chase the beast down, the fort was still under siege. “Hold this position.” 

			Pangborn did everything he could—hand signals and vocal instructions both—to command the ’jack to stay. But nothing registered with it. It turned to face the forest. Finally, Pangborn bravely put his body directly in Headhunter’s path. “Easy, boy. I promise, there’s more where that came from, but the Malcontents need you here right now.” 

			The warjack cocked its angular head to the side as if it were considering pushing Pangborn aside, but finally it relented and obeyed its marshal. 

			Cleasby hadn’t even seen the other wolf creatures clustered around the beast until Headhunter’s lightning had arced into them. These things were resilient, he knew, and they’d be coming back quickly. He needed to do something to plug the gap. “Hold this gate. I’ll be back,” he shouted at Pangborn. Thornbury, he saw, was the Storm Knight who had joined them. “Thorny, help Pangborn.” 

			“Hellogand’s down,” Thorny yelled back to him. 

			“Damn. All right.” But there was no time to dwell on the loss. 

			Cleasby ran to the wagons. If they could roll a wagon into the gateway and flip it over onto its side, it would make a decent barricade. As he moved, he spotted a couple of the university students who had taken cover behind some barrels. “You two help me push this thing.” They were reluctant to abandon their hiding spot, but he knew this was only because they were unaware that the concept of safe no longer existed tonight. “Do you want to live? Then get it in gear! Come on.” 

			Cleasby went around the side of the wagon and blundered right into the bloody, snarling face of one of the wolf creatures. 

			It thrust a spear at his chest. He barely got his buckler up in time to catch the brunt of it, but the blade slid up and smashed into his helmet. Lights popped behind his eyeballs. Head spinning and off-balance, he lurched to the side as the creature struck again. The thick blade landed so hard, it smashed a dent into his breastplate and swept him off his feet. He landed flat on his back, hard enough to knock the wind from his lungs. 

			The creature surged forward, claws scraping across his armor, until it stepped on his arm, pinning it to the ground with its massive weight. Cleasby swung his shield arm, but the beast kneed it aside. Words and grunts twisted together into incomprehensible snarls as the beast rose above Cleasby to deal its deathblow. Blood from several bullet wounds spilled from its chest and splattered against Cleasby’s visor. The creature lifted its spear high overhead, aiming an attack that would put a hole right through his helmet. 

			Death was coming, and all he could think was, Ascendent Markus spare my men. 

			The blade came down. Cleasby closed his eyes. 

			Thunk. 

			Death didn’t come after all. He opened his eyes to see the blade impaled in the dirt next to his head. The spear was abandoned, sticking upright and vibrating, while the wolf beast was yanked back by a rope that had been tossed over its head. 

			“Take the shot!” the ogrun Raus shouted as he hauled the creature back by the neck. A rapid series of gunshots penetrated the battle. Blood splattered on Cleasby as another bullet struck the creature. The next shot bounced off its armored plate, but the shot that followed put a tidy black hole in its stomach. The monster fell to the ground thrashing as Raus continued tugging the rope and dragging the monster away. 

			Pickett appeared, his repeater broken open. His hands were shaking so badly that he struggled to move shells from his belt into the cylinder. “Get up, Kelvan!”

			Cleasby rolled over and fought to orient himself against a spinning world. Despite the dizzying circumstances, he found his glaive and returned to his feet, albeit rather shakily. 

			The monster hooked its claws around the rope and sliced right through the makeshift leash. The sudden loss of tension caused Raus to fall on his backside. 

			“Look out!” the ogrun warned as the creature rushed forward and took up its spear. 

			Without thinking, Cleasby put his body between his friend and the monster. He swung with all his strength as the spear came hurtling toward him. He heard the weapon split the air and felt—nothing. The beast man missed; Cleasby didn’t. 

			The glaive triggered as it struck, blasting galvanic energy through one of the armored plates and flinging the creature away. It landed in a smoking heap. 

			Cleasby staggered after it, prepared to finish the job, but Raus was already on the injured beast with the first improvised weapon he could find. He picked up an entire barrel of coal—easily two hundred pounds—and lifted it high over his head. The ogrun stepped forward and, without so much as a tremor from his muscles, brought the barrel down with a roar onto his opponent’s head. Cleasby heard a sick crack as the beast’s skull fractured, and in parallel form, the barrel burst and spilled coal everywhere. Both containers had split and sent their contents pouring out. Beneath the coal pile, one of the monster’s legs kicked in a spasmodic rhythm, clicking bits of coal together. 

			Still reeling from the blow to his head, Cleasby stuck the point of his glaive into the dirt and leaned on it while he waited for the world’s rapid rotations to subside. Blood rolled around inside his helmet, and he wasn’t sure how much of it belonged to him. 

			Raus hurried over to him. “Are you hurt, lieutenant?” 

			It was always hard to tell the extent of the damage with head injuries, especially one’s own. “I’ll be fine. We’ve got to push this wagon to block the gate.” 

			The ogrun gave him a grim, determined nod. “Will do.” He looked past Cleasby. “You two good-for-nothing cowards come on, and help me push this.”

			Cleasby had forgotten about the university people who had been following him. “Pickett and I can help, too. We need to hurry.” 

			Raus looked down and scowled. “Pickett. Come with us. But you wait here and let your head clear, lieutenant. We’ll handle this.” The two university men had run past Cleasby and strained against the back of the wagon, uselessly. It wasn’t until Raus hit the tailgate that the wagon began to roll. “Put your backs into it!” 

			Cleasby tried to assist his men, but it was difficult for him to focus. He needed to be rational, detached, and logical to take in the entirety of the battle. That was how he knew what to do and which orders to give. Unexpectedly, he slid down the glaive and found himself on his hands and knees—head throbbing, vision swimming. He reached up and managed to get his helmet off. From the scraping against his scalp, the metal was even more deformed than he’d thought. Logically, Cleasby knew he’d been concussed—and that he needed medical attention—but there was no time to slow down now.

			“Pickett, help me up, please. I can’t seem to stand on my own.”

			No answer. 

			The world faded in and out. Cleasby couldn’t tell what he was or wasn’t hearing, and he felt too weak and nauseated to even lift his head. For the longest time, he tried to call for help, then to just stay conscious.

			At length, the roar of glaives and gunshots faded until all Cleasby could hear was the ringing inside his head. On his hands and knees, he crawled through the dirt, turning in circles, until he saw Pickett lying there, pierced through the heart by a wolf man’s spear. 
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			When he took it all in, a quarter of the expedition was dead. Half of the living had been wounded. Of the ones who’d survived, a few were in such a poor state that it was doubtful they would survive until dawn. Still, their little fort had held. 

			It had been quiet for nearly an hour. The wolf creatures had assaulted the walls repeatedly, but they’d been repulsed each time. No others had been allowed inside. No one saw any sign of the giant beast since it had retreated back into the woods. 

			Cleasby had redeployed his remaining forces around the camp, watching not just out but also in. He had one group of Storm Knights prepared to serve as a hunter-killer team if any other creatures should magically appear among them. It was defense in depth, and he cursed himself for not being ready for such a thing sooner. Logically, he knew there was no way he could have predicted such an attack, but his head throbbed and he was in no mood to grant anyone mercy, especially himself.

			He finally had to take a break from coordinating the defenses to get his wound tended. The dizziness had subsided and left him with a pounding headache, an incredible desire for sleep, and a bad mood. He sat on a log while Clemency Horner stitched together the deep gash in his scalp. He winced as she expertly ran the needle through his skin. 

			“It’s pretty bad. I’ve got a bottle around here somewhere if you’d like to take a drink to dull the pain.” 

			“No, thank you.” Being cut off and surrounded by savage beast men was no excuse for being impolite; he knew Horner was just trying to be kind. “I’m afraid I can’t afford to dull any edge, even one as useless as my faculties.” 

			“You couldn’t have known they’d appear out of thin air, Cleasby. I’ve been all over western Immoren, and I’ve never seen such a thing before.” Horner paused to hold up a lantern next to his head, scowling as she studied her work. She gently wiped away more of his blood with a wet rag, put down the lantern, and went back to stitching him up. “But that’s all right. Come to think of it, we should save the alcohol for dressing wounds anyway.” 

			“I’m sorry about Pickett.” He had only been given the total number of the dead, not their names, and was unsure how many of her other colleagues were covered in tarps outside the bunkhouse, but he knew of one for certain. “I’m sorry my last words to him were unkind.” 

			“And his last words to you were much the same, but don’t let it eat at you. If the situation were reversed, he’d regret it just as much. I know he could be rather rude ever since the expedition started, but when you weren’t around, he always spoke very highly of you. Even when he was being disagreeable, he still praised you afterward for being so stubborn. I think it was because he was a little jealous of what you’ve done with your life.”

			Cleasby snorted. “Hardly.” 

			“Hold still. No, really, I mean what I said. Pickett always thought of himself as a leader. People tend to follow the handsome, dashing ones, don’t they? But that’s superficial, and he was smart enough to know it. Then he sees you again, the quiet humble one, all grown up, and somehow you’ve become a real leader. Only not because you wanted it but because circumstance gave you no choice.”

			“Why are you telling me this?” 

			Horner tipped her head. “I’m only saying that if you’re going to slip into melancholy over imagined failures, keep it to yourself, because this expedition still needs you.” 

			He considered then nodded. “Fair enough.” 

			She tied off the thread and cut the end with a pair of scissors. “I’d urge you to take it easy, but we both know that isn’t bloody likely.” She stood up and retrieved her scattergun. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got more wounded to tend to.” 

			“Thank you, both for the stitches and for the advice.” 

			The archeologist had been brave enough to get on the wall during the warpwolf’s attack and gentle enough not to berate him for his mistakes. The university scholars were good people, he decided. Dalton Pickett was dead, but it was up to Cleasby to make sure the rest of them lived. He could feel guilty about his old friend—and everyone else—later. 

			One of his Storm Knights approached the campfire. Corporal Allsop. His armor was covered in dents, scratches, and drying blood. The normally jovial Storm Knight was somber now. “Lieutenant, you need to see this. There’s something happening with the monsters.”

			“Another assault?” He reached for his glaive, which was propped next to him against the log. 

			“No, sir. I mean the dead ones. We dragged them all out of the way like you ordered, but something strange is happening to the bodies. I can’t explain. You really need to see it for yourself.” 

			Cleasby rose, taking the lantern with him. He wanted to examine the things more closely anyway. Perhaps an understanding of their physiology would help his men kill them better. He followed the corporal to what was left of the stables. Though he’d not had a chance to inspect the area since the attack, from the obvious carnage it seemed their oxen hadn’t fared well, either. 

			Allsop confirmed this. “The animals were crippled badly, sir. We had to put most of them out of their misery. What kind of monsters would take the time in the middle of a battle to wound a bunch of poor animals?”

			“The kind that’s smart enough to prevent us from escaping.” 

			Rains and Acosta were waiting for them. Four of the beast corpses had been dumped in an unceremonious pile; the last one was at Rains and Acosta’s feet. “We knew you’d want to be scholarly, so we left one of them out for you,” Rains said. 

			“That’s considerate.” Cleasby paused. Allsop was right; something was wrong. The bodies seemed smaller. “Are they shrinking?” 

			“See for yourself,” Acosta said. “It is the damnedest thing.” 

			Cleasby squatted next to the body and held out the lantern. From the bullet holes, armor damage, and coating of coal dust, he recognized the bastard who had speared Pickett. Cleasby wanted to hate it, but at this moment he was just too tired. He noticed the monster’s face was different, for it was a face he remembered very well since he’d thought it would be the last thing he would ever see. 

			“Peculiar. The muzzle has receded. It’s not nearly as pronounced as before. It’s like their skeletal structure is dissolving and reforming into another state.” Even in their current state, Cleasby was, by nature, an inquisitive man. Curious, he poked the creature’s face, only to discover the skin was far too soft—it ripped apart at his touch, as if it were now made of damp tissue “They were far more resilient before. The dermis is decaying at an alarming rate.” 

			“That’s what I said,” Rains proclaimed. Acosta looked at him, incredulous. “Well, with fewer big words. And I may have blamed witchcraft.” 

			Distracted, Cleasby held out his hand. “Knife, please.” 

			Of course, Acosta had several concealed on his person and produced one in an instant. He handed it over, hilt first. Cleasby took it and began cutting through the ties of the creature’s plate armor in order to see its chest. As he did so, more of the hairy skin seemed to dissolve, revealing bare red skin beneath it. Once he was through the ties, his suspicions were confirmed. The monster’s ribs were visibly collapsing. 

			“It’s definitely shrinking.” The mass had to be going somewhere—and then Cleasby saw the ground beneath the corpse was a growing wet, sodden puddle of blood and unknown fluids. He looked at the other Malcontents in shock. “Correction: melting. Where’s the first one that was killed?” 

			“In the pile,” Allsop muttered, looking like he was about to be sick. 

			“Get it.” 

			Rains went over and unceremoniously leveraged the topmost body out of the way with his glaive. The corpse flopped out of the way. Acosta kicked it a few times to be helpful, but then stopped when he realized it was splashing red, bubbling goo on his boots. 

			Cleasby brought the lantern over. As the light struck the revealed corpse, he gasped. Acosta let out a long string of profanity in Ordic. 

			Beneath the blood, and hair, and mess, it was a man. The dead creatures were turning into people. Correction, Cleasby thought. They were turning back into people. 

			“Told you, it’s witchcraft,” Rains said. “I say burn them, burn them all. Let’s make a bonfire and get it over with now.” 

			“You Menites, always with your burning,” Acosta said. 

			“I’ve told you I’m no longer a Menite—”

			“Regardless, for once we are in agreement. To the fire with them, my friends!” 

			“Hold on,” Cleasby muttered as he knelt next to the dead man. “This is just like the tablet we took from the shrine.” 

			“Interesting. What is this tablet you say?” Acosta asked.

			“I think it’s a historical record that’s become a religious artifact. It showed warriors absorbing the strength of animals to become more powerful. But I thought it was a symbolic translation rather than a literal one.” Cleasby set the lantern down closer to the body. The archaic armor was far too big for the dead man now, and the body looked almost childlike buried in it. Upon closer inspection, he could tell the human form wasn’t entirely normal either. “Note the teeth are too sharp, the fingernails are too thick and heavy, and he is rather hirsute.” 

			“I do not know this word.” 

			“Hairy.”

			“Perhaps he’s just Ordic?” Allsop laughed nervously. Acosta frowned at him, and the Storm Knight fell silent. 

			Suddenly the corpse gasped. Startled, Cleasby fell backward. Somehow Acosta spun one of his glaives into his hand so quickly that it seemed to materialize out of thin air. He raised it to strike the man’s head from his shoulders.

			“Wait!” Cleasby shouted. Acosta froze. 

			The supposedly dead man wasn’t trying to attack them; in fact, he’d begun coughing up blood. He could barely lift his head. It was only with a great deal of struggle that he put his elbows beneath his body and raised himself enough to avoid choking on his own blood. He might not have been all the way dead yet, but he was certainly dying. 

			Acosta kept the glaive up anyway. 

			It was troubling that he was still alive—his body was covered in terribly lethal wounds. He’d been stabbed, shot, and electrocuted. How tough are these things? Cleasby wondered as he knelt by the stranger. He still had the knife in his hand, but didn’t think he’d need it. “Why did you attack us?” Cleasby demanded. 

			The dying man took a moment to focus on the voice. He looked up at Cleasby, and his bloodshot eyes slowly filled with recognition and then hate. 

			“Trespassers must die,” he rasped. 

			“What are you?” 

			The man began to shudder. At first Cleasby thought he might be experiencing a seizure, but soon he understood the man was laughing. He would tell them nothing.

			Cleasby had to draw him out, provoke him, something. “You’re the warriors from the tablet, the ones who wear the skins?” 

			The laughter ground to a coughing halt. It was impossible that Cleasby could ever be able to explain how much hate he saw contained in that gaze. “You have it?”

			“We took it from the room of bones.” 

			“Thieves,” the man hissed. 

			“If we give it back, will your people let us go?” 

			 “Too late. Trespassers must die. He will take it back. He will come for you. All of you. No escape.” 

			“Who is coming for us?”

			“He is the first of the last.”

			“Who are you people?”

			“The last of the first.” The light was fast fading from the man’s eyes. He reached one trembling hand toward Cleasby, and then suddenly grabbed hold of his arm and, with surprising strength, pulled Cleasby close. They were eye to eye, so close that Cleasby could smell the stink of his breath, and the dying man whispered, “We are skinwalkers.” 

			Then the man slowly fell back. The knife Cleasby had unwittingly driven between his ribs slid out. He sank to the ground, eyes open, blank and staring up at the stars. 

			Skinwalkers. 

			Cleasby mulled this over. Now their enemy had a name. 

			“If you’ll excuse me, Cleasby, but I have fought Cryxians. I do not like it when people who are supposed to be dead aren’t.” Acosta stepped forward and with one deft move sent the man’s head bouncing across the dirt. The blood trailing after it seemed to satisfy the Ordsman. “Better. Now, let us build a bonfire.” 

			
				[image: cygnar-sty-spacer.jpg]
			

			 

			Cleasby found Baron Wynn next to the bunkhouse, standing in front of the line of bodies. The behaviorist in him found it interesting how the bodies of their foes were thrown in a haphazard pile but their own had been respectfully covered and laid neatly shoulder to shoulder. On the other hand, the soldier in him understood this perfectly well. These were friends, and those were enemies. He’d seen half-eaten bodies and bones gnawed empty of marrow; he understood their foes would grant them no dignity in death. So, he would kill them mercilessly until the job was done. 

			The professor heard the clank of armor and didn’t need to turn around to know who was approaching. He spoke without looking back at Cleasby. “I was just inside among the wounded. Such misery, such suffering. I could no longer bear their cries. So, I came out here to be among the dead. Yet I find it isn’t any quieter…even without a sound. This is all my fault, Cleasby. If I’d listened and left when you’d said, none of this would have happened.”

			It was true, but it would do no good to devote any additional guilt to it. Cleasby had been there himself, and he, too, knew how it felt to make a call and still end up with blood on your hands. “The best officer I’ve ever known told me that during the battle, it does no good to dwell on what got you there. It only matters what you do next.” 

			“I looked up from my work to see one of the creatures bearing right down on us. He pushed me out of the way, saved my life.” Cleasby could tell, from the edges of the bloody great coat sticking out from beneath the covering, that the professor had stopped in front of Pickett’s body. 

			“You’re not the only one he did that for tonight.” 

			“I took him for granted. He was like a son to me.” 

			“I know. I understand your grief. But now we need to get the rest of them home, your Lordship.” 

			Baron Wynn finally turned around. His eyes were red; his face was scratched. “What would you have me do?” 

			“Help me figure out how to beat them. The creatures call themselves skinwalkers. Once they die, they turn back into men.”

			Wynn seemed to find something of his former self again as he thought. “The tablet suggested a spiritual transformation. It gave no indication that they could change their forms. However, it is an ancient artifact. Who knows what has changed since its creation?” he muttered. “But they do exist. You were right all along.” 

			“Do you still have their tablet?” 

			“It’s secured in a chest. We could detect no magic upon it. The tablet is only a record, nothing more. Could it really be so important as to cause all this death?”

			“In Sul, I watched Menites sacrifice themselves rather than give up one more inch of sacred ground. To them we were heretics, unbelievers. Trespassers.” Cleasby stood next to him and looked down at the row of bodies. “That’s what one of the skinwalkers called us. Trespassers. They won’t rest until we’re driven from this mountain.” 

			“Not even then, Cleasby. We know their secret now. How many centuries have they lived here, unknown to us? Given the years of disappearances and rumors of monsters, it makes you wonder how many others have met a similar fate in these mountains. They can’t afford to let us live.” 

			 Cleasby knew the hard truth when he heard it. As soon as he got back to Ironhead Station, he was going to report this to the army. With some of his men lying wounded in the bunkhouse, he wanted nothing more than to lead the rest of the 6th Platoon back here to avenge them. Surely, the skinwalkers realized that none of them could be allowed to escape now. It was a matter of survival for both groups. 

			The professor sighed. “I know I often lament the modernization of the world, and I pine for the past, but some old things deserve to be destroyed.” 

			Cleasby hadn’t joined the army to be a destroyer but a protector. Too often they were the same thing—like right now. “I’ll do whatever I have to, your Lordship.” 

			“Normally I want to preserve things, but if it wasn’t so wet and green, I’d say set the whole forest on fire and watch it burn.” The professor was beginning to sound like Rains. 

			“I need that tablet.” 

			“What do you intend to do?”

			The skinwalker had spoken of a first among them, someone Cleasby felt certain had to be a leader of some kind. “I’m going to attempt to parley.” 

			“Parley? With these savages?” 

			He didn’t know if it would work, but they were outnumbered and surrounded on enemy ground. “It’ll likely fail. But I intend to try.” 
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			Andras Caradoc was furious. 

			After he’d ripped through the small group of gunmen he’d found on the mountainside, a few had fled, and the fire in his blood demanded he chase them down like rabbits. He’d had to force himself from the hunt in order to turn back to the rest of his prey. The primary prey. To assault the fort, he’d left some of the young ones to hunt the survivors. The bullets the gun mage had put into him had slowed Caradoc down, and by the time he’d gotten to the fort he’d been shocked to discover the way hadn’t been opened. Even though several of his warriors had been replaced by using the stones to materialize right in the midst of their prey, his tribe had still somehow become the hunted. 

			The full savagery of his tribe had been brought to bear but too late. The soldiers had reacted too quickly, and with the element of surprise gone, the intended slaughterhouse, the pen, had been turned back into a fort. A skinwalker could scale a wall but not while being shot and hacked at by lightning swords. Even mighty Blood Drinker had been wounded and forced to retreat. 

			Too many of his warriors had been hurt. Though it had pained him, to do so he’d ordered his warriors to fall back into the forest to wait. 

			As the moons climbed and time passed, the fire in Caradoc’s blood had cooled sufficiently, and he’d set aside the furious power of the skins so he could return to his human self. This form was weaker, but his thoughts were clearer. Under the tutelage of the blackclads, newer skinwalkers remained more rational in their beast form, but the first tribe had kept the original ritualistic approach of their berserker ancestors. They welcomed the fury; the loss of control was made up for with savagery. They saw the other tribes’ skinwalkers as lesser beings, not as attuned to their primal god.

			Yet Caradoc willingly returned to his human form because he suspected this fight would not be won by strength alone but rather by cunning as well. He just wasn’t sure how yet. 

			From high within the branches of a tree, Caradoc watched the fort. His human eyes could not see so well in the dark, but he saw enough to know the soldiers had been hurt. There were fewer of them on the walls. Many had been wounded and taken inside the big hut. Caradoc had lost five—he guessed they had lost at least twice that. But even at a two-for-one trade, Caradoc couldn’t afford to spend any more of his precious warriors. 

			A heavy wagon had been tipped over and shoved in front of the gate, and behind it was the gleaming hulk of their great metal beast. Caradoc knew that if not for the cursed machine, his warriors would be feasting on the trespassers’ guts this very minute. Such a thing ran on coal, but he didn’t know how much they had stored inside. 

			Below him, many of his warriors were licking their wounds. They would heal rapidly, especially if they returned to feast on the things hidden in their village, but he didn’t want to leave the soldiers unwatched. Given a chance to feast on living flesh, their skins would make them whole again by the next night. Except for Cenek, who had lost an arm to a lightning sword. He was crippled now and would only slow the pack down. 

			Lefan Guto had also returned to his human form. The old chief was at the base of the tree, ready to offer his counsel. Both of them were so experienced, they would be able to return to the beast form, to fill their holy skins, within minutes. Caradoc leapt down from his perch and landed smoothly on the ground far below. 

			“What should we do, Caradoc?” Guto asked. 

			“More of our warriors are still on the way. Our wounded will heal quickly. Theirs will sicken and fester. They are trapped; there is no escape. Not for any of them. We will bleed them. Harass them during the day so they do not rest. Then when night comes again, we will step through the stones and appear among them again, only this time the rest of us will be here, ready. We will strike all at once, harrying every wall to split their forces, but most of our number will be brought against a single wall at once. When it falls, they belong to us.” 

			“Bleed them until tomorrow? How quickly you forget,” Guto snapped. “Krueger is waiting for us. We don’t have time for attrition.” 

			“Damn him,” Caradoc growled and slammed one fist against the tree. The gesture left a dent in the bark. “And damn the Circle. There is no stopping until this is done.”

			“You cannot disobey the Stormlord.” 

			There were no good choices, only degrees of bad, but that was what it meant to be chief, Caradoc thought. “If we go off to fight for him and let these humans escape, we might as well not bother coming back. There will be nothing to return to. These woods will be crawling with blue soldiers and their machines. We stay and finish this. Then I will deal with Krueger.” 

			Guto lowered his head submissively. “As you wish, my chief.” 

			Caradoc was angry and frustrated, but he wasn’t stupid. “The decision is on my head, not on the tribe. I will take the Stormlord’s punishment, if there is such. I will suffer his wrath so our tribe can live, so the sacred mountain can be protected. Who knows? Maybe Krueger will understand and be merciful?” 

			They both snorted at the ridiculous notion. 

			Caradoc heard a noise from below: the humans’ warjack was dragging the wagon aside. He rushed forward, leaping from rock to rock, until he had a better vantage point. It had only made a small opening, just big enough for one man to squeeze through. Several of the blue soldiers’ helmets appeared atop the nearest wall. They were up to something. His warriors had seen this as well and began howling. The others answered them. Within seconds, the entire mountain was covered in the haunting noise. 

			“Enough!” Caradoc barked.

			Instantly the howling stopped. 

			One of the blue soldiers appeared through the crack. Alone, he walked down the road. Curious, Caradoc watched as he walked away from the safety of the fort. He stopped halfway between the walls and the woods, and there he spread his arms wide, hands open, so that everyone watching could see he was unarmed. 

			“I want to speak to the first of the last,” he shouted. 

			Intrigued, Caradoc hopped down from the rocks and started toward the fort. Guto rushed to his side. “What are you doing? It has to be a trap.” 

			“Maybe. But it is a brave trap to use himself as bait.” 

			“They’ll be able to shoot you from their walls.” 

			“Don’t worry, Guto. I’ll stop at the edge of the woods. If it is a trick, I will disappear before they can harm me.”

			The old warrior reached out, grabbed him by the arm, and stopped him. “Your first warning might be when they put a bullet through your brain, my chief.” 

			There was real concern on Guto’s face. Despite having challenged Guto for leadership of the tribe, defeating him, and deposing the old chief, he had always loved his father, and Guto had always loved him. “Then I will trust that you will watch out and warn me before that happens.” 

			Guto let go of him. “Then I will.” 

			As he moved quickly down the slope, Caradoc saw the soldier waiting before him was the one called Cleasby. His blue and gold was stained red, and from the smell, it was from both his people and Caradoc’s warriors. Caradoc had been right about this one—appearances were deceiving. 

			He stopped at the edge of the woods, still in the shadows, but close enough that Cleasby would be able to see him. Guto hid a few paces behind him. Caradoc called out, “I am the first warrior of the last tribe.” 

			Cleasby slowly turned to face him. He seemed remarkably unafraid. “I recognize your voice. From the road. You are Andras Caradoc.” 

			“I warned you not to come here. You greed would not hear me.” 

			The soldier had a young face but old eyes. “What’s done is done.” 

			“It is almost done,” Caradoc agreed. “But you’re still alive. What is it your greed wants now?” 

			“To get my people home safe.”

			“So, not your greed speaking now. Your fear. I want the same thing, but not for your people.” 

			They were both silent for a time. Caradoc remained in the darkness, but he could feel Cleasby studying him, trying to gain the measure of the chief who threatened his tribe. 

			“We mean you no harm,” Cleasby said.

			“That is a lie. Your existence is harm. We only wanted to be left alone. But your kind has to keep pushing and pushing, until there is nothing left for those who are not like you.” Caradoc eyed the walls. Guns and glowing blue swords were pointed his way. He slowly crouched to make himself a smaller target. “Did you call me out just to lie to my face?” 

			“I want to offer a trade. Let us leave in peace, and we will give you back your tablet.” 

			So, they’d found the chamber. Caradoc wasn’t surprised. It had only been a matter of time. Cygnar was too curious for its own good. They could never understand that the real value didn’t lie in the words carved into it but in the memory of generations of hands that had reverently touched it. As long as it existed, their ancestors would never be forgotten. 

			“It is a sacred thing, but it is just a thing. Once I kill you, I will put it back myself.” 

			“And decorate the place with my bones?” 

			“No. That is too good for you. The others I will just kill, but you brought them here.” Not all of the newer skinwalkers gave into their cannibalistic urges, but the first tribe embraced who they truly were. “I will put you in a hole so small, you can’t move your limbs. Your muscles will grow soft, but we will force feed you every day, so that you become plump and fat. And then one day, long after you’ve forgotten what it felt like to be a man, we’ll cut your throat to fill our basins and feast on your tender flesh.” 

			The soldier didn’t flinch. He was not so easily shaken. Instead Cleasby’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “That isn’t what’s going to happen.”

			“Is it not?” 

			“No. If you don’t get out of my way, I’m still going to walk these people out of here, but I’ll kill every skinwalker that tries to stop us. Then when I get back to civilization, I’ll tell the world about you. I’ll come back here with an army and hunt you down like the criminal vermin that you are. I’ll annihilate your entire tribe.”

			Caradoc smiled. “Now we are being honest with each other.” 

			“I am an honest man, Andras Caradoc. You’d be wise to believe me when I say this is not what I want. I don’t want to kill your people.” 

			“Then you are weaker than I thought.”

			“Mercy is not weakness.” 

			“That is not our way.” 

			“Then help me understand your ways so we can find a solution.” Cleasby said this so earnestly, so honestly, that Caradoc actually believed he meant it. 

			“Our ways are the old ways. I’ve sounded the horn. There is a war between our tribes now. This war cannot end until one tribe’s chief is dead. That is the tradition, and tradition must be kept.” Caradoc noticed movement to one side. One of his warriors was slinking through the tall grass, trying to get an angle to pounce on Cleasby. He spoke sharply in the old tongue. “Leave him alone.”

			“What are you saying?” Cleasby asked,. 

			The hidden skinwalker paused for just a moment but then started moving again. Caradoc realized it was Betrys Haul. There would be no swaying her from the hunt. “The burden of being chief,” Caradoc muttered.

			But Cleasby still heard him. “Command is a weight, isn’t it?” 

			It was the first thing they’d actually agreed on, and somehow, Caradoc knew it to be true. They were very different, but in this one way, they were exactly the same. “A chief must do what is best for his tribe.” 

			“Then let’s help both our tribes. My offer stands, Caradoc. Let us leave.”

			“So you can expose us, drive us from our lands, and make us slaves?”

			“Cygnar does not practice slavery.”

			Caradoc laughed. “Your entire way of life is slavery! You toil away on your machines, breathing coal smoke, cut off from life, passion, and freedom. I will not let you do that to my tribe.” 

			“I will not lie for you, but our king is a wise and benevolent man. I’ve personally looked him in the eye. He has had his fill of war. There are wild trollkin kriels in our borders, and we leave them be. Let us go, and I will urge my people to do the same for your sacred mountain.”

			“I believe you believe that, but it is not meant to be.” If one civilized man made a promise, the next one who came along would simply break it, Caradoc already knew. He had fought against the kriels. He had seen how Cygnar abused the trollkin, cut down their groves, and mined their land. Besides, the mighty Circle Orboros had plans for Cygnar. And Betrys was closing in to carry Cleasby off to be devoured anyway, so their negotiation was over. 

			Cleasby turned his head. He must have heard Betrys or perhaps caught her movement from the corner of his eye. In a flash, Betrys surged from the grass in her beast form, charging toward the blue soldier.

			Someone on the wall shouted in alarm. Rather than try to escape or defend himself, Cleasby calmly reached up and flipped down his visor. 

			Caradoc watched, amused. There was no way the inaccurate lightning weapons would be able to strike Betrys mid-leap, and she would be able to shrug off the more accurate bullets. Cleasby was finished. 

			Only they didn’t shoot their lightning at Betrys. Instead, they launched their lightning bolts at her target. The clumsy storm weapons had been aimed at where an attacker would inevitably end up. With a deafening roar, arcs of flashing blue lightning engulfed Cleasby, yet he only stood there, motionless, immune as the crackling energy danced across his body and left him unharmed. 

			The skinwalker wasn’t so lucky. Her momentum carried her directly into the multiple arcs. The blinding flash forced Caradoc to cover his eyes as every lightning weapon on the wall blew Betrys to pieces. 

			He’d not realized all their rifles had been searching for him, and the repeated flashes of lightning had just illuminated his position. 

			Guto shouted as he shoved his chief aside. Bullets crashed through the trees, snapping branches and pulverizing trunks. The two of them turned and ran. 

			As the heavy bullets whizzed past like livid buzzing bees, Caradoc cursed Betrys. Her death was her own fault, but it was doubtful her family would see it that way. Suddenly, there was a wet thud. Guto gasped and sprawled face forward into the pine needles on the ground. He didn’t move again. Snarling, Caradoc went back for his father. He scooped up the elder’s limp form, threw Guto over one shoulder, and fled deeper into the forest. 

			
				[image: cygnar-sty-spacer.jpg]
			

			 

			As Cleasby ran back inside the fort, there was so much lingering static gathered in the metal of his armor that sparks leapt and popped against the wagon wheels. Headhunter shoved the wagon back into place, and Rains tossed him his glaive. He caught the weapon and immediately tried to twist the grip to activate the accumulator. His hands were shaking so badly that it took a few tries to get it to stick, so he gave up. This was probably the fastest his heart had ever beaten. As he lifted his visor, electricity snapped between his gauntlets and his helmet. 

			“Are they attacking?” he asked.

			“Looks like just the one that came at you. Everything else is holding back,” Novak said from her position on the wall as she scanned with her spyglass across the darkened forest. “You boys blasted it to ash.” 

			“Having us target you was good thinking,” Rains said. 

			“I figured they would try to rush me. I was hoping to get Caradoc.” 

			Thorny was still on the wall. “That was fantastic. It isn’t often an officer orders all his men to shoot at him.” The Malcontents heard that and cheered. 

			“I’m just glad it worked. I know our armor is insulated against galvanic weapons, but reading that in a manual and being on the receiving end of half a dozen storm glaives are two entirely different things.” He was just lucky they’d tried to sneak up on him, rather than just throwing spears at him from the safety of the forest. Cleasby stamped his feet. His boots were still smoking from where the electricity had grounded itself into the earth beneath him. 

			“So, how was it?” Rains asked. 

			“Quite the rush actually.” His teeth were chattering. He held out one hand, and it was still shaking so badly that the metal joints rattled. “Did you get Caradoc?” 

			“Was that the man you were talking to?” Novak asked. Cleasby nodded. “Then yes, I think so. There were two of them. Couldn’t tell which, but I hit one of them.” 

			For their sake, he hoped it had been Caradoc. If he’d learned anything from their talk, it was that the enemy was truly deadly. He would keep coming until the fort was in splinters, and Cleasby really preferred to not live out the rest of his days in a hole, being fattened up for a Skinwalker feast. “Any chance it was a fatal wound?”
“With these things? Doubt it.” 

			They needed a plan, fast. “Foundation, follow me. Ranger Novak, I need you, too. Everybody else keep your eyes open.” Cleasby moved toward the bunkhouse. The impacts had been so terrifying, but also so exhilarating, that he had to force himself not to run. He spotted Raus along the way. “I need you, the professor, and anybody you’ve got who understands fortifications and sieges.” 

			Mind racing, he reached the campfire and immediately began to pace back and forth while he waited for everyone else to catch up. Cleasby used to hate it when Madigan paced; it seemed like the man was always in motion, and back then it had made Cleasby nervous. Now here he was, doing the same thing. But to be fair, he had just been repeatedly struck by lightning. If they lived through this, he was going to personally send a thank you card to Sebastian Nemo for inventing storm armor.

			Focus, Cleasby. 

			Acosta appeared. He might not have been a trusted member of the Malcontents, but he’d killed more people than devil rat fever, so Cleasby was grateful to have the Ordsman’s expertise handy. 

			“I hate to admit it, Acosta, but you were right. I led you to another crazy battle where the odds are against us and maniacs wait behind every corner.”

			“Indeed, Cleasby. Thank you.”

			“Next time you have a word with your dark Lady, tell her to take me off her damned list.”

			Acosta nodded thoughtfully. “You seem unnerved, Cleasby, and it’s not just from the lightning. This man you spoke to—Caradoc? He troubles you.” 

			“You think?” Cleasby took off his helmet; the lightning had singed his hair underneath. The others were just arriving around the campfire. “Yes, he ‘troubles’ me. You should have heard what I heard. Not the words but the confidence. That smug bastard thinks he’s going to win. He’s not just a fanatic who can turn into a wolf monster. He thinks he’s right, and he’s so confident he’s better than everyone else that he’s eager to prove it.”

			“So, he’s a savage version of Acosta,” Rains suggested. 

			“Excellent,” Acosta said as he stroked his goatee. “Those are the best kind.” 

			“Next time, you can negotiate with him.” Cleasby threw up his hands in frustration. Normally, he thought he was a calm man, but he wasn’t feeling particularly calm at this moment. “Get me a map of the area.” 

			Pangborn looked concerned. “You want a seat, lieutenant? You’re looking a little jittery.” 

			Cleasby did—his heart felt like it might explode, but he still had work to do. “I need the rest of the 6th and wouldn’t mind an extra warjack or five, but we’ve got what we’ve got.” He didn’t even have a full squad anymore. Hellogand had been stabbed in the leg and, at best, could hop along on one foot, so he’d been left to guard the wounded inside the bunkhouse. The rest of them had a scattering of minor injuries. “Map!” 

			“I’ve got a map.” Novak was back in uniform. She had a waterproofed map case beneath her cloak. She pulled out a tightly rolled tube as Thornbury dragged over a crate to serve as their map table. She spread it out. “We’re right here.” She pointed at one corner. 

			Cleasby scowled. Ironhead Station was on the other side of the map. Between his group and the safety of Ironhead was the Clamorgan village. While he didn’t even know for sure if that was where Caradoc came from, they’d first met him near it, so Cleasby preferred not to risk getting close to what might be an enemy base. Granted, that was the best road, but there were other routes back to Ironhead Station.

			Rains could tell what Cleasby was thinking. “You think we can make it?” 

			“With all these wounded and being harried by skinwalkers the whole way? Doubtful.”

			“We couldn’t even get all the wounded into the wagons. We’ve lost too many oxen,” Thornbury said. “The logistics to pull off an evacuation are fairly unforgiving.” 

			“So we either divide our forces to send someone for help, or we all hunker down and brace for a siege,” Rains mused. “We’ve got sufficient food and water. When we don’t report in, Ironhead will send someone to check on us. Eventually.” 

			Cleasby scoffed. “In what, a week, maybe two? Assuming the skinwalkers don’t just pick them off as well, and then what? Another four or five days before Ironhead expects them back?” 

			Baron Wynn, Clemency Horner, and Raus joined them. The professor still seemed rather shaken up while the other two looked stoic. At first he hadn’t noticed the dwarf next to Raus—the diminutive Rhulic worker disappeared in the ogrun’s shadow. When Cleasby finally saw him, he realized the dwarf was the same one who had fetched the blasting charges for him earlier. 

			“What’s your name?” Cleasby asked him.

			“Dolphs Sternhand. Raus here said you needed an engineer. Been a long time, but I was in the 15th Hammerfall Sappers, the Fighting Badgers.” He said that like it should be impressive. “Maybe you heard of us?”

			“No, sorry.” 

			Cleasby hadn’t meant to hurt his feelings, but the dwarf seemed a little let down. “Well, it has been thirty years, but in my youth, I built some forts and since then, I’ve knocked a few more down. I’ve been digging tunnels for Steelwater Rail ever since. These hands helped dig out half of Ironhead Station.” 

			“The first good news of the evening,” Thornbury said. “I’m sure the lieutenant would love to hear how we can improve our fortification.” 

			“This pile of matchsticks? Not gonna happen. I’m surprised it hasn’t fallen down yet. If those things had had a clue earlier, this place would be gone already. Instead, they spent all their time scurrying around the walls and attacking a few of them at a time instead of focusing on breaching. If they’d stacked up on their big ’un, we’d be filling their bellies even now.”

			Cleasby had suspected as much. The miners had built this place to keep out animals and various unorganized wild beasts. After speaking with Caradoc, he knew just how coldly rational the skinwalkers could be. Tonight they’d counted on surprise and ferocity; they wouldn’t make the same mistake again.

			“With what you’ve got to work with inside,” Cleasby asked, “if we dismantle every structure, what could you do?”

			The dwarf seemed unimpressed with the notion. “Truthfully? Improve morale, and that’s about it. Get Raus’ boys sawing and digging holes and at least they’ll feel useful and be too busy to worry. Until the monsters come back and eat us all, at least.” 

			Raus shrugged. “We are really good at digging holes.” 

			“I’m also guessing you’re forgetting that if we’re besieged,” Cleasby warned, “and let’s remember these things seem to like to fight at night, you’ll need watch fires burning and lots of them, which means we’ll be burning our wood instead of building with it. If we could get a work crew outside to harvest enough lumber, I could do a lot. But judging by the look on your faces, I’m guessing that’s not much of an option either.” 

			It was an option, just not a particularly good option. Cleasby didn’t want to split his forces, but someone was going to have to go for help. “What are the chances of a small group eluding the skinwalkers through the woods?” He looked to Novak. 

			The young ranger shook her head. “Slim to none. My patrol was excellent—not bragging, just stating facts—but these things have noses like hounds. They can track us, and they’ll outrun us.”

			“Can’t you lose their scent by wading through a stream or something?” Thornbury asked.

			Novak looked like she might laugh, but she swallowed and took the question seriously. “It takes time and effort to throw off skilled trackers. My patrol tried it, but it doesn’t always work.” 

			Thorny sighed. “Alas, I’ve been reading too many adventure pulps. I knew those things would lead me astray someday.” 

			“Whenever we shook them, they just spread out and started searching, and because they’re faster through the woods and had the numbers, they’d just range ahead and pick us up again. You heard them howl? It’s got to be how they communicate while they hunt. Once you’re spotted, that sound carries a long way, so they’ll zero right in on you again. I think the only reason I lost them was because they assumed I died in the fall and didn’t bother looking. Sorry, lieutenant. If we’re going to make it out on foot, we’ll need to be prepared to fight them every step of the way.”

			“The question is, what do we run out of first: Storm Knights, skinwalkers, or miles?” Rains stated. “Considering how much howling we heard earlier, I don’t like those odds.” 

			“If we split our forces, each group is half as easy to pick off. There’s nothing to stop them from taking one, then coming back for the other,” Cleasby said, still studying the map. “The bigger the group that strikes out for Ironhead, the less of us there are to defend the fort but the more likely we are to survive.” 

			“The solution is simple, my friends.” The fire cast ominous shadows across Acosta’s face. “Abandon your wounded.”

			“That will not happen,” the professor snapped. “How dare you?” 

			“It may seem callous to you, nobleman, but it is a simple calculation. Split your meager numbers to futilely save some and lose all, or abandon those who slow you down—who would likely die anyway—and save the remainder. Ugliness does not change truth. You know I am right.” Acosta looked to Cleasby. “The lieutenant understands this. Sometimes you must sacrifice to achieve victory. War is nothing more than a violent form of mathematics.” 

			The Storm Knights shared an uneasy glance. It may have sounded awful, but Acosta had a point.

			Only the mission wasn’t to defeat a foe or seize an objective. It was to keep the expedition alive, and that’s what he intended to do. “We’re not abandoning anyone so casually,” Cleasby said. Rains and Thornbury seemed relieved at his words. Pangborn gave him a knowing nod, as if that decision had never been in question. “End of discussion.” 

			Acosta nodded thoughtfully. “Perhaps you are not entirely like Madigan after all.” 

			Rains moved to the map and spent a moment studying it. “So, the real problem is how a small group of us can hold them off in the open for two complete days.” 

			“Not necessarily.” Novak rotated the map. “It’s two days to Ironhead, less if you can run like a ranger—which I’m assuming none of you heavy infantry types can, no offense—but look at this.” She ran her finger up past the mines, across the northern slope of the mountain, and down the other side. “It’s less than one day to reach civilization.” 

			“The train tracks,” Rains said as he realized what she was getting at. “Steelwater Rail is busy. There’s got to be trains passing through there all the time.” 

			“Three per day,” Cleasby said. Rains gave him an incredulous look, but Cleasby dismissed his stare. “I was bored and accidentally memorized the posted schedule during our ride.” 

			“We can flag one down and ride it into Ironhead.” Novak thumped the map triumphantly. “That’s the track to Orven, so odds are it’ll be carrying ore and pilgrims, but occasionally there’s a troop transport. If we get lucky, we can get reinforcements and come right back here.” 

			“But there’s no trail on this map,” Rains said. “We don’t even know if that route is passable.” 

			“Trust me. It’s there,” Novak said. “It’s an old one. Nothing you’d want to try to carry wounded over, treacherous in a few places, but nothing even heavy infantry pavement pounders couldn’t handle. Again, no offense intended.”

			“Damn, ranger, how slow do you think we are?” Thornbury demanded. “Never mind. I’m sure the word ‘lumbering’ comes to mind. So, now the question is, how many can we get away with sending without automatically condemning everyone who remains behind to death? The Malcontents are the only ones who’ll have a fighting chance in the open, but without us, everyone else in here is as good as dead as soon as we leave.” 

			Pangborn had been quietly studying the map, and he spoke for the first time. “I’ve got an idea.” Cleasby paid close attention; Pangborn’s slow spoken drawl often led people to the erroneous assumption that he wasn’t bright, but the Malcontents knew that he was extremely perceptive. Pangborn drove one meaty finger into the map. “Right there. I poked my head in while me and Headhunter were on guard duty at the dig. They might be able to tear down this fort, but it’ll take a lot more effort to tear down the whole mountain.” 

			Cleasby knew exactly what he was pointing at. “The mine. Brilliant!” 

			Thorny was incredulous. “Just how hard did you get hit in the head earlier, lieutenant?” 

			“Horner, did your people survey those shafts?”

			“Just in passing. I sent a few men down, mostly to check for survivors and to see if they’d stored anything useful inside.” 

			“I was among those who checked,” Dolphs said. “New dig, there’s only one main line sunk very far. It goes back a couple hundred feet before they hit a rich vein and trashed an exploratory shaft. Quality work, fully supported. Real craftsmanship and care on the supports. The love shows. Definitely had Rhulfolk among them, I’ll tell you that much.”

			“There’s only one way in,” Pangborn pointed out. “And it’s narrow enough their big beast isn’t going to squeeze in. Ditch the fort, move into the hole, and barricade the opening.”

			Thorny still couldn’t see the tactical advantage. “I thought you hated being underground?” 

			“I do. But I didn’t say I was going in there. It was dug big enough to fit a laborjack, tops. Headhunter won’t fit, and where he goes, I go.” 

			“The mine has got possibilities. Anything that tries to come in gets funneled down tight. These skinwalkers are big, they’d only be able to enter one at a time,” Rains mused. “Have a couple of glaives waiting for them, and they’d be hard to dig out.” 

			“Like a burrow-mawg hiding in a drainage pipe,” Pangborn said proudly. 

			“It’s solid enough,” Dolphs mused. “Unless those beasties have some mining equipment around that I I’ve not seen yet, they’d have a hard time collapsing it on our heads. Proper application of explosives would do, but they’d need a lot. Say what you will about the Wyrmwalls, but the rock is solid. Not too temperamental at all.” 

			Cleasby’s knowledge of geology was not enough for him to be aware that rocks apparently had temperament. “What’s to stop the skinwalkers from just blocking up the hole themselves and burying all our wounded alive?” 

			Dolphs made a dismissive noise. “We’ll pack in enough tools to dig ourselves back out if we need to. Hell, we’ll take all the supplies. They’d just slow down whoever’s trying to run through the forest. Worst case, we’re buried until you boys get back with help.” 

			“No, the worst case is they kill us before we reach Ironhead, and you’re trapped in the dark until you starve to death,” Thorny exclaimed.

			“Nah. We’ve only got so many barrels. We’ll run out of water first.” Dolphs shrugged. “I’ll still take dying of thirst over getting eaten, personally, but I can’t speak for everyone.” 

			 “If you’re sealed in, how will you breathe?”

			The dwarf looked at Thornbury like he was an imbecile. “Air’s no problem. Nobody works the Wyrmwalls without drilling vertical vent shafts to prevent methane buildup. Plus, if you’re planning to use laborjacks, you’ve got to have good airflow or you’d choke on the coal smoke. Everybody knows that.” 

			“Of course, I know so very much about mining I just forgot.” 

			“That’ll do.” Cleasby didn’t think it was an especially impressive plan, but combat often meant choosing between various levels of bad. “Before first light, we move the expedition to the mineshaft. I’ll leave two of the Malcontents to hold the entrance. Between them and Raus’ people who are handy with guns, nothing is getting in there. Then the rest of my men and I will make a run for the train tracks.”

			“Not without me guiding you, you’re not,” Novak said.

			“Obviously. The jokes about the most dangerous thing in the military being a lieutenant with a map exist for a reason.” Cleasby wasn’t that bad at land navigation, he thought, but a ranger would be much better. He turned to Baron Wynn. Regardless of how the man was still reeling from what had happened earlier, he was still technically in charge. “Your Lordship, do you approve of this plan?”

			The professor nodded slowly. All his quarrelsome pride of earlier was gone, left with the covered bodies outside the bunkhouse. “I trust your judgment, lieutenant.” 

			Those simple words meant a great deal to Cleasby at that moment. He nodded sharply. “Excellent. We’re going to be fine. Everyone, see to whatever needs to be done. The minute the sun is over the mountain, we’re moving. Many of the wounded will need to be carried, as will the food and water. Rains, see to assignments.”

			“Yes, sir.” 

			They’d been up all day, now most of the night, and would need to run across a mountain all day tomorrow. Cleasby wondered what their odds of success were if they didn’t get at least a moment’s rest. “We’ve got a few hours until dawn. I want each Malcontent to at least get a nap in.” 

			“That includes you, right?” Thornbury asked.

			Cleasby waved him off. “I’ve just been electrocuted. I don’t think I’m ever going to sleep again. Everyone get to work, except the professor. If you don’t mind, I could use another word with you, your Lordship. Horner as well, please.” 

			They dispersed. Horner seemed curious about why she’d been singled out, but the professor looked very tired and very old as he spoke. “Thank you for giving me a chance to save face there, Cleasby.” 

			“It wasn’t an attempt. You are a baron of Caspia and are thus worthy of respect. That’s not why I wanted to speak with you. We’ve got another problem. Novak thinks these skinwalkers might be working with blackclads.” 

			The professor seemed uncertain. “I know of them. Weird, hermit recluses. Mothers tell stories about them kidnapping children to keep their own kids from wandering too far into the forest. I’ve always thought they were exaggerated.” 

			Horner shook her head. “There’s more to them than that.”

			Cleasby had been hoping the field archeologist could shed some light on the subject. “The Second Army hasn’t had much to do with them, but I’ve heard rumors from the First and Third about dangerous encounters with bands of wild warriors, though they’re usually only roused when intruded upon. What do you know that we don’t, Horner?”

			“Nobody sees them as a real threat to the kingdom, but that could be changing, at least according to the rumors I’ve heard in my travels. They’re more powerful than people give them credit for. Creatures associated with old myths are being seen with greater frequency, like griffons and satyrs. Such things are common in Clamorgan folklore, but today, it could be a sign the blackclads are gathering their forces.” 

			“You didn’t mention this before,” the professor said.

			“Rumors circulated in backwoods taverns are hardly reviewed by peers, your Lordship.” 

			Cleasby was troubled, straining to remember. “Weren’t there old stories about druids who could channel arcane energy to shape stone? That’s a pretty frightening proposition, especially if you’re hiding in a mineshaft. If these skinwalkers come back with such an ally, you’ll all be in danger. I’d prefer for Caradoc’s forces to concentrate their attention on us.” 

			The professor sighed. “Then you’d best catch that train, Cleasby.”

			“Don’t worry. I will.”

			“We will,” Horner stated, surprising both men. “You’ve got a ranger guide, but in case anything happens to her, I’m an excellent navigator. I have wilderness survival skills, I’m an excellent medic, and I’m fit enough to make the climb.” 

			“Are you certain you want to do that?” the professor asked. 

			“I lived my life out in the open air rather than in the gloom of the university’s walls. I’d prefer to finish it under the sun rather than a hole in the ground, if that’s the way it goes.” 

			Cleasby cut in. “Listen, your safety is my responsibility, but on this march, I can’t promise that any of us will survive. This may sound cruel, but if you slow us down, we’ll have no choice but to leave you behind.”

			“Sounds to me like the odds are terrible either way.” Horner grinned at him. 

			Cleasby had no argument against that. He liked to imagine that this was the kind of courageous scholar he might have been had things been different. “Very well then. Malcontents are surprisingly hard to kill, but we do have a tendency to get lost, so your help is welcome.” Since that matter was settled, he returned to the reason he’d asked the professor to stay. “I need you to give me the tablet, your Lordship.” 

			“Having it will only make you a bigger target.” 

			“Good. I want Caradoc to come for me personally. He said something about how a war can’t end until one tribe’s chief is dead. He sees that chief as me, not you. So, while he’s focused on getting to me, the others will have a better chance to escape. And if I can kill him, maybe that’ll end this.” 

			“Ahem.” The sound came from the other side of the fire. Cleasby hadn’t noticed that Acosta had only moved back a bit to linger in the shadows, eavesdropping. “If I may be so bold, that is a terrible idea, my friends.”

			“Speak your mind, Ordsman,” the professor said. 

			“I agree—it is wise to provoke this Caradoc. You say he is fearsome. Good. Enrage him, hold this sacred thing over his head, make him claw and scrape for what he holds dear. It will draw him out and force him to fight. When he finally comes for it, a fantastic battle will ensue.” Acosta walked around the fire, grinning maliciously. “So, let me carry the tablet.” 
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			 Caradoc knelt next to Guto. The old warrior had been lain on a pile of bearskins, close to the fire. Other than the pop and crack of burning logs, the hut was quiet. Their mad shaman had prayed over him, shaking a string of bones and begging for strength, but after an hour, he seemed to have given up. 

			“Why does he not wake?” Caradoc demanded. 

			“It is a forever sleep, my chief. Guto is stuck between life and death and will remain there until you free him.”

			“But we’ve poured blood down his throat. Why won’t he heal?”

			“The bullet is in his skull. Such things are impure, but if I reach in to pull it out, he will die. The lead banishes the healing spirits. His body lives, but his mind is gone forever.” The shaman might have remembered how to use the stones, but he’d lost the rest of the blackclads’ magic. 

			 Caradoc looked down at his father, weak and grey, with a wet rag placed over his eyes. His lips were slack and blue. Caradoc glared at the shaman. “Get out.” 

			Slowly, as if reluctant to abandon his charge, the shaman crawled backward, scraping his necklace of bones and feathers along the floor. Caradoc did not acknowledge his presence again; the shaman had gone from his consciousness long before he had gone from the hut. Finally, the shaman reached the door, where he stood and left, likely pleased to escape the possible wrath of Caradoc. 

			Caradoc knelt in the same spot for a long time. Outside, the air was thick with grief. The voices of the villagers swelled into a somber harmony and mixed with the flakes of ash that fell from painted faces. Caradoc felt his lungs fill with the heavy air as it pressed against the expansive ache of loss.

			 He closed his eyes focused on the voices. The death songs were mournful things that honored the warriors who’d gone to the next great hunt, but one song was different. The Haul clan was singing a vengeance chant instead, beating a steady rhythm on a war drum. Whether the vengeance was aimed at him or at the Cygnar who’d killed Betrys remained to be seen. Caradoc opened his eyes, looking out at his warriors. Those who had been wounded were glutting themselves on flesh and blood to prepare for the night’s vengeance hunt. The rest were in their human form on the mountainside, resting, watching, and waiting for the sun to go down. Even mighty Blood Drinker had dragged a bear from its den and devoured it, so it would return to its full strength in time. Their warpwolf was eager for payback. 

			“I will not fail this tribe,” Caradoc whispered to Guto. “I will free you.” 

			It was not what he wanted to do to the one who had given him the most strength in his time, but it was still Caradoc’s responsibility to see his father through to the very end. 

			He thought about his knife but dismissed this almost as quickly as he thought it; he would not bleed his own father like some sacrifice to fill a basin. Instead, he gently pinched Guto’s nose closed and pressed his palm across the elder’s mouth, trapping the breath. He could feel the life pushing against his palm. Hot. Caradoc held it there as the pressure built, but he did not look down at his father. Guto didn’t even struggle, didn’t so much as kick, and that filled Caradoc’s heart with sadness. Caradoc held him long after he’d suffocated, just to be merciful and certain. 

			When it was done and he’d murdered his own father, Caradoc wiped the saliva from his hands on the furs and stood up. The sounds outside the thin walls of his hut had changed. Someone had arrived through the stones. Zamir the Sun Caller. 

			The blackclad would be here to gather Krueger’s army. 

			A rage slowly began to build inside Caradoc’s chest. He’d always done what the Circle asked, but not today. Today he not serve not the Circle but his tribe instead. The anger slowly grew greater and hotter as he looked down at dead Guto. They’d failed because they’d rushed. Krueger’s incessant demands had forced Caradoc to act sooner than he’d liked, and because of that his tribe had suffered again. Because of them, he had lost his leader, his mentor. His father.

			By the time he finally pushed through the skins covering the door, he was so furious that it took everything he had to maintain his human form. 

			The sun was bright on their huts, but overall, the village seemed grey and sad, as if no light could bring back the color they’d once known. He could see the anger in the eyes of his people; he saw their anger at the trespassers, their anger at him for his failure, and their anger at the self-righteous druid standing between the stones, ready to take them away and spend their lives in some distant land for a god they barely understood. 

			And then Ivor Haul tackled him from behind. 

			Caradoc struck the ground hard, dashing his face against a rock. Ivor was on his back, pounding his fists into the side of Caradoc’s head. He took up handfuls of Caradoc’s hair, jerked his head back, and then slammed it forward into the ground. 

			“You killed my sister!” 

			This was not a challenge for leadership. This was a murder.

			Furious, Caradoc rolled. Ivor was on him, rock-hard fists raining down against Caradoc’s skull. Ivor was physically stronger, but Caradoc fought with cunning. He caught one of Ivor’s wrists, jerked it down, and bit Ivor’s wrist. His teeth had only begun to change, but already his jaws were strong enough to rip through skin and flesh. As Ivor roared, Caradoc stabbed his fingers into Ivor’s neck. 

			The young Haul fell off, rolling through the dust and choking. Caradoc went after him. They were both changing as the magic of the skins took hold. But Caradoc had no time for this. He understood Ivor’s heartbreak, but vengeance could not be interrupted by the young Haul’s inability to control his pain. Caradoc drove into Ivor’s midsection, shoving him back through the wall of a hut. They hit the ground together, but this time Caradoc was on top, and he would end this in the most efficient way possible.

			Rising up, he struck Ivor with his fists, pummeling his face. Caradoc’s arms fell again and again, like a blacksmith’s hammer. He smashed Ivor’s teeth out, smashed the bones of his eyes sockets, broke his nose, broke his jaw, and once his hands became too deformed, sunk his claws deep into Ivor’s chest until he could hook them around a rib. Ivor screamed.

			“Silence, pup!” Caradoc roared in a voice only half-human. “You think your family is the only who lost?” He twisted the rib bone until it snapped; Ivor let out a terrible wail. “First we kill the Cygnar, then you can challenge me!” Caradoc let go of the bone and pulled his bloody hand out of Ivor’s chest. 

			At length, he stood over the fallen skinwalker, breathing hard, and then kicked Ivor in the side as a reminder. “Crawl back to your clan and prepare yourself for tonight’s hunt, fool. If you really want vengeance, take it out on the ones who killed her.” 

			Bloody and partially transformed, Caradoc stepped through the broken wall and strode toward Zamir. The druid had witnessed Ivor’s brutal beating, and now he stunk of nervous sweat and even a trace of fear. Zamir clearly had not expected this sort of reception. 

			“What do you want?” Caradoc demanded.

			“I’ve come for the Stormlord’s army,” he stammered. 

			“Tell the Stormlord that we’re busy.” 

			There were gasps from all across the gathered villagers. Only a madman would openly defy the Circle. Zamir slowly backed away. “Do not make this mistake. Think carefully about what you’re doing, Caradoc.”

			“I have. I’ve thought about how we’ve kept our part of the bargain, but you’ve done nothing for this tribe!” Caradoc bellowed, spittle flying from his jagged teeth. “For too long we’ve fought for you, for your promises of protection, but with Cygnar upon our holy mountain, where are the blackclads? Nowhere! Look at them, Zamir. Look at the ashes on their faces. You interrupted a funeral, fool.” 

			The druid slowly backed away. “I did not realize—” 

			“Take my words back to the Stormlord. Tell him we will serve again only when he keeps his part of the bargain. We are not like the other skinwalkers. We are not your pets. You did not make us. The first tribe is allied with the Circle, not enslaved to them. Run back to your master and tell him the words of Andras Caradoc.” 

			Zamir stepped back into the circle of stones. “I fear you will regret this.” The druid disappeared. 

			 “I’m sure I will,” Caradoc whispered. Krueger would more than likely flay him alive as an example, but by then his village would be safe. Guto’s death would not be wasted. He raised his voice to a roar. “Prepare for the hunt!” 
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			PART III: THE DESTROYERS 

			Acosta jogged along the trail, the heavy pack bouncing up and down on his back. The ranger was the only one ahead of him. The female archeologist and the Malcontents were strung out in a line behind, with the gigantic Headhunter bringing up the rear. They’d left the rest of the expedition hiding in a hole two miles behind them. 

			The rocky mountainside was cloaked in clouds. Up close, the clouds were not so different from fog, and he’d gotten plenty of that back in Ord. Despite the terrain, they were making excellent time. He figured the clumsy warjack would have fallen down the mountain by now, but Headhunter was full of surprises. Even weighed down with sacks of coal, the machine had no problem sticking close to Pangborn. A few times there’d been something in their path that Headhunter couldn’t duck under or around, so it had simply smashed those obstacles out of the way. Acosta was fond of this particular warjack; most had no personality, but he couldn’t help but think this particular machine was after his own heart. 

			Novak paused at the top of the next rise and looked back at the group. She wasn’t even breathing hard yet. 

			“My compliments to the rangers,” Acosta said as he approached. “Your conditioning is excellent.” 

			“To be fair, those pavement pounders are doing better than I expected. Carrying all that kit, I figured a unit from Caspia would be throwing up by now.” She gave him a quizzical look. “You’re wearing the same kind of armor they are. How is it you’re fine?” 

			“Custom tailoring and extensive conditioning.” Acosta came to a stop and looked back down the mountain. “Cleasby will run them as long as he can before slowing them to a quick march. I’ve seen how hard these men train. They’ll make it. Our packs are heavy with coal now. They’ll get lighter as the day goes on, and the warjack burns it all.” 

			“Coal’s not all you’ve got in your pack, is it, mercenary?” 

			“Ah, leave it to a scout to have a keen eye.” 

			“You’ve got that old stone record in there, don’t you?” 

			Curious. “What do you know of such things?” 

			Novak was putting on friendly airs. “The word around the Ironhead barracks is that there are some important folks in town who would pay a lot of gold crowns for items like that. You know, should one of our patrols happen across some trinket and forget to note it in our reports.”

			“I know nothing of such rumors.” This was technically true, as he’d simply spoken to Baron Rathleagh directly about the matter. “As your Professor Wynn says, this artifact belongs in a museum.” 

			“Uh-huh. Well, be careful it doesn’t fall out of your pack once we get to the train. And just in case it does get ‘lost,’ I’d be willing to make some introductions for a percentage. Call it a finder’s fee.”

			Acosta laughed. “Have you met Thornbury yet? I think you two would get along splendidly.” 

			Novak frowned. “Don’t think you know me, Ordsman. This isn’t about greed. I lost my whole squad to monsters. You have any idea how small the death benefit is the army sends to those families? It’s a pittance. It isn’t near enough to make up for losing a parent. My friends shouldn’t have had to die for nothing. I’m just looking out for their people.”

			“A fine sentiment. I will think about it,” Acosta lied. Cleasby had almost reached them, and the archeologist was next in line behind him. The redheaded woman was giving Acosta a suspicious look. He did not think she trusted him to carry their precious historical trinket. She was wise. He said, “You’d best continue, ranger.” 

			“Yes. Think about it.” Cloak billowing around her, Novak turned and set out at a run. 

			A moment later, Cleasby came to a clanking, red-faced, panting halt. He put his hands on his knees and bowed his head. “There’s no bloody air up here.” 

			“You should train more at altitude. It makes you fight like a champion closer to the sea.” Acosta took out his canteen, unscrewed the cap, and then held out the canteen to Cleasby. “So, which of your men did you leave behind?”

			“Hellogand can hardly walk, and Langston broke his leg back in Caspia and can’t run distances worth a damn since.” Cleasby took that canteen and had a long drink. He coughed when he realized it wasn’t water. “What is this toxic swill?”

			“Grog. Don’t make that face. This is Five Fingers’ finest. The lime juice in the beer and rum prevents scurvy.”

			Cleasby coughed as it set his chest on fire, then spit. “Refreshing.” 

			“You would not be so tired right now if you were not carrying twenty pounds of coal.” 

			Cleasby handed the canteen back. “When the skinwalkers realize what we’re doing, you’ll be glad we brought Headhunter.” 

			A whistle from above reached them; Novak was trying to get their attention. Normally the rangers communicated by imitating various bird calls, but the Storm Knights didn’t know what to listen for, and most of them were half-deaf from using galvanic weapons anyway. Acosta waved up the mountainside. “The ranger wants you.”

			“You think so?” Cleasby seemed intrigued. “Well, I don’t know about that. She seems nice and all. Rather pretty too. Not to mention competent and confident. But I’m an officer, and she’s enlisted, so that would technically be a violation of regulations. Either way, now is hardly the time to be thinking about—”

			Acosta sighed. “No, my friend. I mean she is trying to get your attention. I think she’s spotted something.” 

			“Oh.” Cleasby signaled for those behind him to slow down, and then he began to climb the rise without meeting Acosta’s eye. “Pay no attention to what I said about her. It was the head wound talking.” 

			Novak had stopped at the crest of the path and concealed herself. The ranger’s cloak blended in perfectly with the ground and broke up her silhouette. She was next to a tree trunk, hood up to hide her hair, rifle braced over a rock, and looking down at something on the other side. Cleasby moved up behind her as quietly as possible, which for someone in storm armor, wasn’t saying much. Acosta followed. 

			She nodded downhill and passed her spyglass to Cleasby. Far below them was a grey, rocky valley. Something moved out in the open. From here, all he could see was a campfire, but because the wind favored them, he could smell smoke and cooking pork. Poles had been driven into the ground, like hunters would use to hang game, and skinned carcasses hung from them. Cleasby watched for a moment and stiffened in surprise. He passed the spyglass to Acosta.

			It wasn’t pork cooking. 

			There were three people—an adult and two young men, barely more than children—crouched by the fire eating. They were wearing nothing but filthy loincloths and were more than likely skinwalkers in human form. All but one of the bodies hanging from the poles had been stripped and skinned; Acosta could see the bones. He’d known before that they’d eaten human flesh, but he’d assumed that was only in their transformed state. Very few things offended Acosta; it turned out cannibalism was among them. 

			“Is that your patrol?” Cleasby whispered.

			Novak shook her head. No.

			“Who are they, then?” 

			Acosta had a pretty good guess. He twisted the spyglass to focus on the body that was still in one piece and confirmed that it was the gun mage, Lambert Sayre. “It does not matter. We should go around.” 

			“That one is still alive,” Novak reported. “I saw him move.” 

			Curses. Acosta already knew what Cleasby would say.

			“We’ve got to rescue him. They’re out of glaive range.” He looked back to see the others had nearly caught up. “Can you take them?”

			“That’s one hell of a long shot for this rifle,” she muttered, never lifting her cheek from the stock. “I can try. Walk me in.” 

			There was a terrible crash from below as Headhunter pushed a tree out of his path.

			The skinwalkers’ heads snapped around, scanning the tree line concealing the Malcontents.

			Novak fired. There was a puff of white dust as her bullet struck a rock immediately next to the adult. They all instantly bolted in different directions. Novak broke open the rifle, swore, and pulled another round from her bandoleer. 

			Acosta still had the spyglass. “You were one foot low and one foot left.”

			“Wind.” She got the rifle reloaded in record time, braced the stock, and exhaled as she tracked the running targets. They were heading down a ravine and were almost out of sight. She fired again. It seemed to take forever for the bullet to reach them, but the eldest skinwalker threw his hands into the air and pitched forward, landing on his face and sliding down the rocks to disappear over the edge. 

			The gunshot echoed across the canyon walls. “If they didn’t know we were on the move before, they do now,” Cleasby said as he stood up. He began waving his arms toward the rest of the Malcontents. “Come on!” 

			“I will go and rescue that poor man,” Acosta said as he vaulted over the rock and ran down the hill before anyone could protest. Knowing he had a narrow window, he recklessly slid down the mountainside in a shower of gravel and dirt, as fast as he dared without breaking a limb. It was a long, treacherous slide to the bottom, and then a long sprint across the open. 

			Sayre had come to when he’d heard the gunfire. “Over here!” he shouted, his voice hoarse. He was dangling a foot off the ground, arms stretched over his head, and his body slowly rotated on the creaking rope as he kicked his legs. From the look of him, he’d taken a beating. “Help me!” 

			But then the rope brought him around enough that he saw it was Acosta. “Oh, no.” 

			Acosta smiled as he spun a storm glaive around and approached the helpless gun mage.

			“Oh, come on! You can’t possibly count this as crossing your path,” Sayre exclaimed, eyes wide, as Acosta hoisted the glaive. 

			“Hurry and cut him down,” Novak shouted. “I’ll cover you.” 

			Acosta was surprised to hear how close she was. Despite his mad dash down the mountain, she was now only twenty yards behind him. And to think, a few minutes before he had been praising the quality of ranger physical conditioning. A witness certainly limited his options for dealing with Rathleagh’s man.

			“It’s your lucky day, friend,” Acosta whispered. He swung his blade, cleaving through the wood. Sayre fell, landed on numb legs, and collapsed. Acosta crouched next to him, shoved the tip of the glaive between Sayre’s rope burned wrists and paused for effect. “We’ve never met.” 

			He nodded vigorously. “Complete strangers.” 

			Acosta pulled back, and the glaive’s razor edge effortlessly split the rope’s fibers. It was tempting to cut the gun mage’s thumb off and say it had been an accident, but Sayre might actually prove useful getting off this mountain. 

			“Did you get it?” Sayre whispered.

			Acosta glared at him, regretting his decision on the thumb. 

			Novak called out as she scanned for threats. “Are there any more of them?”. 

			“Just the three. The rest ran off during the night.” Sayre’s voice was hoarse. “You got any water?”

			“No.” Acosta said. And he wasn’t going to waste good Five Fingers’ grog on a man who’d become such a nuisance to him. Still, Novak came over and gave him her canteen. Sayre drank greedily.

			Cleasby reached them next. “It’ll take a few minutes for Headhunter to make it down the hill.” 

			“He does look kind of top-heavy,” Novak said.

			“Don’t say that in front of the warjack. He might take offense.” Cleasby looked at the dead men hanging and blanched. “Savages.”

			“They cut up my men and made me watch.” Sayre was staring into the distance, looking anywhere but at the dead. His pockmarked cheeks were quivering. It was almost enough to make Acosta pity him. 

			“Who are you?” Cleasby asked. 

			“Lambert Sayre, Grey Fox mercenary company. We were on our way to Ironhead Station looking for work when these things ambushed us on the road.” Acosta was glad that Sayre was keeping his wits about him despite how he appeared to be, but Cleasby kept a suspicious look on his face—after all, the young lieutenant was sharp. The gun mage rubbed his abraded wrists, trying to get feeling back into his hands. “Some of us got away, ran, got lost, but they took us one by one. They dragged us up here and left their youngsters to amuse themselves. The grown one was trying to get the youngsters to not be so squeamish about tormenting folks. They were learning on us.”

			“Can you walk?” Cleasby asked. 

			“If you help me up, Storm Knight. Yeah, I recognize the armor. I was in the Arcane Tempest.” 

			“I’m Lieutenant Cleasby. Arcane Tempest? You’re a gun mage.” Cleasby pulled Sayre to his feet. “That’s excellent news.” 

			“I’d say so.” Sayre stood on wobbly legs for a moment and then hobbled over to the bloody pile of discarded clothing, hats, and boots left by the fire. He began tossing things aside until he found a pistol belt. One holster held a magelock in it, but the other was empty. Half of the loops were loaded with the expensive brass cartridges that gun mages preferred. Sayre eyed the gun for a moment. Acosta tensed a bit, but then Sayre threw the belt around his waist and buckled it. “You folks look like you’re in a hurry. Mind if I come with you?” 

			Cleasby nodded. “Truthfully, we could use all the help we can get.” 

			To accentuate the point, a terrible howl echoed through the valley. Novak turned her rifle in the direction of the sound, but the skinwalker was hidden somewhere deep in the rocky ravine, shrouded in mist. 

			Several other howls answered the first one. It was difficult to tell from the echoes, but it was apparent there were a lot of them, and they came from seemingly every direction. 

			“That infernal sound is going to haunt my nightmares,” Sayre muttered as he kept picking through the belongings, looking for something. 

			The other Malcontents joined them. Cleasby began shouting orders. “Top off Headhunter’s coal.” Pangborn immediately began gathering an equal amount of coal from each man’s pack to feed their hungry ’jack. “From here on out, don’t get more than a few paces away from the man ahead of you. Keep your heads up. If you see anything that could possibly be a skinwalker, call out.” 

			Rains moved to the dangling bodies. He took off his helmet, dark face dripping with sweat, and let it drop to the ground as he slowly walked around them. Even though they’d been stripped, one of the bodies still had a chain around his neck. Rains slowly lifted it up until he could see it clearly. Hanging from the end was a cheap Morrowan trinket, the kind of gaudy thing peddlers hocked to the superstitious looking for luck. 

			Sayre saw Rains looking at it. “Glen was devout. He begged for divine help but didn’t get none, obviously. So, the savages laughed about young gods and thought it was amusing to leave it on him while they peeled him like a grape, Glen crying to Morrow the whole time. Fat lot of good it did him.” 

			Disgusted, Rains broke down the poles and lowered the mutilated corpses to the ground. “The fact we’ve not got time to give these men a decent burial angers me even more.” Then he surprised all of them by kneeling, violently driving the edge of Wilkin’s shield into the ground, and bowing his head. “Hear my prayer, Markus, Ascendant of Soldiers. Help us off this wretched mountain, so we can save the others. Strengthen our arms, so we can hack these skinwalker bastards into bloody chunks. Guide our lightning, so we may burn their skin and boil their blood. In return, I vow that I will return here and put your loyal servants into the ground as they deserve.”

			When the promising young soldier had forsaken his old and jealous god, Acosta had seen the angry, selfish potential in Rains. He’d been disappointed to see him end up favoring such a boring and safe god as Morrow, but maybe Rains had made a bolder choice than Acosta had given him credit for. Much could be said in praise of righteous vengeance. 

			Cleasby turned to the gun mage. “We’re going to be moving fast. Do you think you can keep up, Mr. Sayre?” 

			“Yeah, don’t worry about me. I’ll bring up the rear. One second. Ah, here’s my hat.” Sayre bent down and picked up a battered tricorn. He stuck the ugly thing on his head. “There. Now I can go.” 

			As they moved out, the gun mage gave Acosta a small nod. The two of them still had unfinished business. 
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			 The next few hours were hell. Cleasby’s head felt like it was about to explode. Some of the stitches Horner had given him had worked loose, and the inside of his helmet was once again sticky with his blood. Despite the cool weather, the inside of his armor was soaked. His constant perspiration kept the wound from drying, and the path his sweat followed along the ridges of the cut was punctuated by a sharp stinging. All he could do was furrow and ruffle his brow to keep the sweat dripping, deterring its attempt to pool. His feet were throbbing to the point where he was convinced they were now double their original size; his knees felt like they had ground through their cartilage; his lungs were burned by each breath and groan; and the weight on his shoulders seemed to get heavier with each step. Every long stride was announced by the creaking of metal joints, followed by the crescendo of an insulated boot banging against the rocks, repeated thousands of times. Knowing each tedious footfall ate up a bit more distance across the misty slope of this godforsaken mountain was all that kept him going. 

			 There was no hiding a cacophonous squad of jogging Storm Knights and a six-ton warjack, so Novak stuck to open ground, grassy valleys, and rocky slopes, avoiding tall brush and evergreen copses wherever possible. As a result, cover favored their pursuers. 

			Cleasby hadn’t seen one yet, but he’d heard them. The skinwalkers were above them, below them, behind them, and probably waiting somewhere ahead of them. At least those waiting in ambush weren’t taunting them by letting out terrifying howls every few minutes. 

			Novak had stopped and was looking through the spyglass at the canyon wall to their side. “Cleasby!” 

			He reached her a moment later, but he was too out of breath to form words. 

			Even the ranger was starting to look weary. She might not be encased in armor, but she was still recovering from wounds and a fever, and it showed. She pointed at the rocks above. “Movement. There and there.”

			“Skinwalkers?”.

			“Dark, hairy, and hiding—if it isn’t skinwalkers, it’s a pack of something else stalking us. We’ve been heading down, and we’ll be dropping steep in the next quarter-mile. The canyon walls will block most of the sunlight. It looks like lots of ferns and moss ahead, so I’m guessing with this weather it’ll be misty down there. Bad visibility will let them get close before you can get off too many lightning bolts.”

			“So you think ambush.”

			“That’s where I’d hit us. Or we can backtrack a mile, take that east fork, and move across the top of the canyon, but I don’t know that route or how good the trail is.”

			Cleasby was beginning to catch his breath. “And that’ll take several more hours, which puts us at the tracks after dark.” 

			“Good to know you can read a map.” 

			“Better than my rank indicates, yes.” Cleasby thought about the train schedule. The last one he recalled would be passing through before sundown. They would not survive the night out here in the open. “No. We keep pushing. We’ll fight our way through.” He banged the flat of his glaive against his buckler as hard as he could, a distinct sound that would carry. That got the Storm Knights’ attention. “Charge glaives and form up!”

			“I’ll get back on point,” Novak said. 

			“One more thing, ranger. If things go bad, we’re a distraction. The important thing is getting help. If we start to lose, you’re the fastest one here. You need to make it without us. ”

			“Yes, sir.” There was no hesitation in her answer, but Novak looked grim just the same. “Remember, I already had to abandon one squad to these things, lieutenant. Please don’t make me have to live with two.”

			Their single-file line turned into a rough circle. They slowed from a jog to a fast march as they descended into the misty valley. The visibility was even worse than Novak had predicted. A handful of humans and a warjack against an unknown number of skinwalkers, and who knew what else was lurking in there, seemed fated to end badly. Through the exhausted haze, he could feel the squad’s excitement and dread. Cleasby looked to Acosta. “You think this is the fight you came here for?”

			“We will see.” 

			He gave the two civilians the same instructions he’d given Novak: The Malcontents would fight; the others needed to reach the train no matter what. Horner understood completely and put on a very brave face. Sayre said the right things, but Cleasby didn’t know him at all and trusted him even less. 

			Cleasby proceeded to check on each of his men’s well being. The ever-silent and scowling Bevy merely gave him a solemn nod. The normally jovial Allsop remarked that at least it was nice weather for a battle. He did it with forced cheer, but it would have to do. Younger, despite being their least experienced, was a remarkably determined, no-nonsense type, and when asked if he was ready, he responded with remarkable profanity and intensity in the affirmative, which meant that he would probably turn out to be a fine Malcontent. Pangborn and Headhunter were always eager for a fight—didn’t matter what, just point them at it and turn them loose. Thornbury was, as usual, a bundle of nerves, but their nobleman had the tenacity and survivability of a cockroach. 

			“What do you think, sergeant?” Cleasby asked Rains when he reached his friend last. “Are we ready?”

			“They’re brothers, and nobody fights harder for anything harder than they fight for family. They’d make Sir Madigan proud.” 

			“You know, Rains, I want to be like you when I grow up.” 

			Rains laughed. “Let’s go massacre some bloody skinwalkers.” 

			They entered the fog. 
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			Caradoc and his warriors came upon the remains. He knew the smells. It was the man-stink of the ones he’d first come upon in the battle and the gun mage who had shot him. He’d swatted that little man down and left the others for the pups to hunt.

			Now another of his warriors had been shot and the gun mage was missing. His people were running out of time. Caradoc pushed his nose to the stone and drank in the story. Metal, oil, leather, sweat. The blue soldiers had come through here. The one called Cleasby had stood in this very spot; their warjack had left its coal and oil stink. Beneath those scents, he could tell the sacred stone had been with them. 

			Blood Drinker picked up one of the skinned human bodies, casually shoved it between his jaws, and began chewing. After a moment, the giant warpwolf gagged and spit it out. Caradoc sniffed the corpse. The meat had turned. Caradoc found it strange the meat had gone bad so quickly. It wasn’t enough for Cygnar to trespass, but it seemed they polluted everything they touched. Blood Drinker growled. 

			A warrior appeared, loping from the ravine. He was a scout from one of the other villages scattered through the Wyrmwalls, summoned when Caradoc had sounded the horn of war. The skinwalker stopped before Caradoc, communicating with the rough tongue of words and gestures. 

			They were driving the prey before them right into a trap. Within minutes the fight would begin. If they did not hurry, the blue soldiers would all be dead before Caradoc could even reach them, and the glory would belong to another. 

			Caradoc looked to the warriors who’d followed him from the village. Ivor’s muzzle was twisted and several fangs were missing, but he snarled back at his chief. They would not be deprived their vengeance. Caradoc and a dozen warriors ran after the scout. 
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			“Weapons up!” Cleasby shouted. 

			He could hear them coming through the swirling mist. The skinwalkers were all around them, maneuvering through the ferns, rubbing against mossy rocks and rotten trees. But they’d not shown themselves yet. The valley was wet. Fat droplets of cold water collected on branches until they could bear no more, falling to splatter against his armor. 

			“Ranks tight. Keep moving,” Rains said. “Cover your area.” 

			They stayed in formation, each Storm Knight responsible for watching one section. Cleasby moved between them, feeling that nervous blend of excitement and fear that came in the moments before a battle. They’d trained together, fought together, and bled together. The Malcontents had learned from the best and had gotten even better since. They had come a long way since Sul and were as solid a bunch of Storm Knights as the kingdom had ever seen. These were his men, and he was damned proud of them. They’d do as they were told and fight as one. 

			Still, their single best fighter was an outsider. “Is this as good a place as any to fight these beasts?” Acosta asked, impatient to call them out. 

			“Not yet,” Cleasby muttered. They reached a shallow streambed. It was mostly dry, with fast moving rivulets of water dancing between the stones. It was about as open as any approach they’d seen in the valley. Cleasby glanced around, taking in the terrain. He was a tactician, and if the skinwalkers were foolish enough to let him pick the ground, Cleasby would pick the most advantageous spot possible. “A little farther.”

			“Choose wisely, my friend. And perhaps quickly.” 

			Ignoring the mercenary, Cleasby moved on but looked down when his boot made a significant splash. He held up one fist. “Halt.” 

			The streambed had widened around several fallen trees, and there was far more standing water here. It was an ice-cold runoff crossing a gravel bed, so the water would probably be rich with conductive minerals. He could use this to their advantage. “Remember that fight in the Marchfells a few months ago?” 

			“Sure do,” Pangborn said. He began making hand signals to their warjack. 

			Cleasby nodded. “Divert everything to that generator, fully boosted. Novak, Horner, Sayre, you’re not insulated. Get on dry ground and stay there.” He looked to Acosta. The mercenary hadn’t been with them for that fight, and Cleasby didn’t have time to explain the tactics they’d used. “This will do. Call them in, Acosta.” 

			“Very well, Cleasby. I have faith in your leadership decisions.” 

			“Well, then this day is just full of surprises.” 

			“Let us begin then.” Acosta lifted the stone tablet from his pack and held it high above his head. He bellowed from the chest, as loudly as possible, his words meant to taunt the entire valley. “Behold, you mongrel forest dogs! I, Savio Montero Acosta, have your stupid rock. What manner of ignorant savage worships a rock?” He moved the tablet in front of his face, loudly cleared his throat, and spit on it. “That is what I think of pathetic ancestors. Come and take it from me if you dare, cowards!” 

			The valley was suddenly filled with snarling. 

			“Yes! I have stolen it from you.” Acosta dropped the tablet back into his pack, moved it around behind him, and came back with a glaive. “I think I will use this rock for something important. Like a cobblestone for my stable! So my horses may defecate upon it!”

			There was more growling as well as some angry howls. They were getting closer.

			“The Ordsman certainly got a talent for pissing people off,” Thornbury said, shaking his head. 

			It was exactly what Cleasby had been hoping for. Better to provoke them early than let the skinwalkers set the terms. “He certainly does. And it’s good for us.” 

			Acosta was only getting warmed up. “Where is your Caradoc? Too scared to show his hideous dog face? Come out so I can beat you like the mangy cur you are! You call yourself a chief? You are a pathetic worm. Will you dare and fight a real warrior or will you cower in fear?” 

			“To the right!” Younger shouted. An electrical blast ripped between two trees. A skinwalker screeched and fell back. Thorny turned and fired at it also, blowing a massive chunk out of the side of an evergreen.

			“Cover your own area!” Rains barked. “Trust your brothers.” 

			Cleasby could hear the click and scrape of claw against rocks, the tightening of hardened palms on leather-wrapped shafts, the hiss of angry breath, the licking of fangs. Perhaps he only imagined the last one, but his senses always seemed extra-heightened in the moments before battle was joined. 

			“You feel that, my friends?” Acosta whispered. “The anticipation? This is what it feels like to be truly alive.” 

			“Not for long if they’ve got anything to say about it,” Allsop answered. 

			Cleasby checked: the three of them who weren’t wearing storm armor were standing on top of dry rocks in the middle of their position. They were his responsibility, but once the battle began, he wouldn’t be able to watch out for them. “Don’t dare move until Headhunter has fired,” he ordered. 

			There were flashes of movement all around them. Branches were left shaking as something unseen passed under or through them. Novak fired her rifle into the mist. A skinwalker yelped. As she reloaded, Sayre climbed up a taller rock and drew his pistol. The gun mage slowly turned and searched for targets. Even though he didn’t know what the Malcontents were planning, he was smart enough to listen and stay on dry ground. 

			“Pangborn, wait for my signal,” Cleasby commanded. Their ’jack marshal put one hand on Headhunter’s leg. Even as big a man as Pangborn was, his hand looked tiny on the mighty machine. There was a mechanical whine as Headhunter lifted its giant glowing blade and held it aloft, perfectly still, waiting. 

			A new sound filled the air. The monsters were striking their weapons against the trees like the beating of drums. The noise grew louder and louder, faster and faster, until suddenly, it simply stopped.

			The forest was deathly quiet. Several agonizing seconds passed.

			And then all the skinwalkers rushed them. 

			They came from every direction, great roaring beasts, black, grey, and brown, their fur painted with streaks of red and blue, their simplistic armor decorated with feathers and bones. They were armed with spears, axes, and pole arms, though some were content to attack with nothing but their claws and teeth. All of their eyes were filled with fury. 

			“Now this,” Acosta said, “will be a proper battle.” 

			“Fire glaives!” Cleasby bellowed. 

			Lightning bolts struck across the forest, arcs leaping from body to body. Skinwalkers raged and howled as they were struck. Everyone but Headhunter attacked. Cleasby blasted a grey skinwalker through the chest. Acosta swept past him, extended an arm, firing one glaive through a creature’s ribs, then turned and burned the legs out from beneath another. A circle of glowing magical runes formed around Sayre’s pistol as he fired, and a monster’s grotesque head burst into licking green flames. Several skinwalkers fell to the initial volley, but far more remained. 

			Waiting to give the order was difficult, but the timing had to be perfect. Cleasby had to let them close in. They had to stare death in the face and not flinch. 

			Splashing through the shallow stream, the skinwalkers hit their formation. Spear tips crashed against bucklers or armor, sending the much smaller Storm Knights reeling back. But even then, Cleasby waited for more of the enemy to enter the stream. He waited until it felt like they were all going to be drowned beneath a crush of the feral enemy. 

			“Now, Pangborn! Now!” 

			The ’jack marshal banged his gauntlet against Headhunter’s leg. The warjack reacted instantly, plunging its giant blade straight down, driving it directly into the streambed. On impact, all of the magical energy stored in its huge storm chamber discharged. 

			Crackling energy blasted through the stream. The Storm Knights were ankle-deep in it, but the lightning danced over them harmlessly; by contrast, the skinwalkers twitched and jerked as electrical current tore through their muscles. Both water and blood boiled. 

			The initial rush should have overwhelmed the Malcontents, but now the skinwalkers had been left burned and temporarily reeling. “For Cygnar!” Cleasby shouted as he threw himself at one of the staggered creatures. He cleaved its bicep clear to the bone, spun, and chopped through its knees. The rest of the Malcontents roared the same battle cry as they descended on the stunned beasts, hacking and slashing. 

			“Go get ’em, boy,” Pangborn murmured as his murderous warjack wrenched the gigantic generator blade out of the ground in a great cloud of steam. Headhunter took one lumbering step forward and backhanded a burned skinwalker with its buckler. The creature went flying off into the woods. Headhunter brought the generator blade down on another enemy, shattering half the bones in its body. The pressure caused the skinwalker’s guts to blow out its sides like a fountain. 

			For a few seconds, the battle was a lopsided slaughter against twitching enemies, but the skinwalkers were extremely resilient and were already recovering. While the Malcontents had caught many in the generator blast, they hadn’t caught all of them. Cleasby realized most of the enraged enemy still charging from the woods were focused on Acosta. His ploy had worked, and he was the center of their attention. Thankfully, Acosta liked being the center of attention—the lunatic swordsman was actually grinning as they closed on him. 

			Acosta smashed the spears thrust at him aside and moved between the shafts, each of his glaives dispensing death. He struck, moved, and struck again, whirling and ducking between attacks. As the glaives accumulated more power, he fired a galvanic blast, taking turns firing one while the other charged. An enemy axe descended with unbelievable speed, but Acosta simply stepped aside, let it chop down into the stream, and then ran a glaive over the beast’s hands, removing half its fingers at the knuckle. He moved between two more, letting them collide with each other in their frenzy, only to turn back and slice through one’s ribs and the other’s thigh. 

			Acosta appeared on the other side of a hairy pile of furious beasts, standing in a stream quickly turned red, and laughed. “Brilliant! I am learning so much!” But then he had to leap out of the way as Headhunter barreled right through the mass of beasts, scattering them every which way and trampling more underfoot. 

			Cleasby wished he could be that flippant in the middle of a blood-soaked melee, but he was doing everything he could to keep himself and his men alive. “Bevy, go left!” It was as if his brain were working on two different planes simultaneously: one trying to direct the battle, the other trying not to get killed by it. Even surrounded by a pitched fight, it was a commander’s job to lead. “Younger, back up Thorny!” 

			Once he realized everyone was engaged and he had no useful orders left to give, he picked a fearsome grey beast from the mob and attacked it himself. He knocked aside its axe but had his own thrust blocked by the skinwalker’s armor. The axe came back around and hit Cleasby’s buckler so hard he thought it might have broken his arm, but before the savage beast could take him down, Acosta suddenly appeared. His glaive split open the monster’s abdomen, yet the skinwalker was so furious, it didn’t seem to notice. 

			“Anger makes them immune to pain,” Acosta cautioned. 

			But pain was just another indicator, Cleasby knew, and like the gauges on Headhunter’s boiler, you ignored warning indicators at your own peril. The skinwalker came at them but stumbled, its blood pouring out, and the two of them hacked it mercilessly to the ground. 

			The Storm Knights were now having a terrible time of it. Individually, the monsters outmatched them, so the simple savagery was finally overwhelming them. Without Headhunter’s might, they would already have been defeated. Cleasby watched helplessly as Corporal Allsop was clubbed across the stream. Cleasby would not reach them in time, but Acosta could. “Help him!” 

			The Ordsman intercepted the skinwalker, blasted it in the face with one blade and disemboweled it with the other. 

			“You may not kill this man, for he has amused me!” He shouted. As the beast toppled into the stream and Allsop struggled back to his feet, Acosta turned to the Storm Knight. “You should pick up your storm glaive. I do not have hands enough to use three.” 

			The formation was broken, and chaos spilled forth. Rains’ shield slammed a skinwalker back into a tree, where it was impaled through the ribs by a broken branch. It peeled itself free only to have Horner blow its brains out with a contact shot from her scattergun. A spear knocked Bevy down, but Pangborn drove the bayonet of his storm thrower into that skinwalker’s chest before firing it and blasting the creature free from the end of it. 

			Cleasby ducked beneath a skinwalker’s wild swing, somehow dodged a spear, cut the monster across the snout, electrocuted one about to kill Thornbury, and ended up face-to-face with a blood soaked Acosta yet again. The man was so fast he seemed to be everywhere all at once. 

			“Your fight is not going well,” the mercenary reported. 

			The delirious Cleasby looked around. His exhausted Storm Knights were taking a beating. He couldn’t tell who wasn’t wounded. They had superior weapons, but these things, which were infuriatingly hard to kill, had them hopelessly outnumbered. 

			“Novak!” Cleasby signaled the ranger. “Catch that train!” 

			The ranger heard him. It was obvious she was torn, but she did as ordered. With one last sad look, she turned and ran. A skinwalker saw her dashing through the undergrowth and went after her, but Cleasby blasted it with his glaive. By the time its muscles quit twitching, Headhunter had picked up the unfortunate creature and thrown it across the valley. 

			The Storm Knights fought on, desperate, as the skinwalkers kept coming. 

			 A terrible roar of thunder filled the entire valley, far louder than even Headhunter’s generator blast. Man and beast alike stopped fighting long enough to look toward the sky. A rolling black storm cloud had inexplicably appeared, blotting out the sun. 

			A sudden, blinding flash of true lightning, so brilliant and powerful it made their galvanic weapons look like toys, shook the sky. The bolt struck the mountaintop hard enough to fling boulders down its side and carve a white line inside their closed eyelids. The sound that followed a few seconds later was possibly the loudest thunderclap Cleasby had ever heard. 

			The battle stopped.

			“Krueger,” growled one of the skinwalkers fearfully. 

			Krueger. The trembling monsters fell back. The skinwalkers seemed to shrink, huddling in fear. Krueger. Their wounded slinked away, pushing their entrails back into their wounded bellies. They had been so incredibly heedless of danger a moment before, but now they were terrified. Krueger. They kept repeating the name as they fell back into the trees and fled. 

			Within seconds, the Storm Knights found themselves alone in the blood-red stream, surrounded by corpses and severed limbs, blinded and deafened. They stood that way for a long moment panting and staring at each other, miraculously alive. 

			Thornbury broke the silence. “What the hell is a Krueger?” 
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			The Stormlord stepped out of the lightning bolt and walked through the fire.

			“Where is my army?” 

			His power was legendary. Nature itself bent to his whims. The skinwalkers cowered—all except for Caradoc, who stood defiant, prepared to meet his fate. 

			“You ignored my summons.” Krueger’s eyes flashed with blue energy. Lightning crackled across his bald scalp. “Zamir told me of your stupidity, but I assumed he was exaggerating.”

			Caradoc was returning to human form, in order to speak clearly to the powerful druid. He’d feared this reckoning would come. The tribe had run out of time, but he could not back down now. 

			“Cygnar invaded our holy mountain. We had to defend it.”

			“That was your intent.” The powerful blackclad shed a halo of energy. It was so bright that it was impossible for Caradoc to read his expression, so the chieftain didn’t know if Krueger was outraged or merely annoyed. The blackclad said, “But you failed, and it resulted in the deaths of my skinwalkers.”

			“We are not yours to spend.” 

			A powerful wind shoved Caradoc across the mountainside. It picked him up and hurled him aside. He slammed into a rock face hard enough to leave a crack. Still on their knees, the skinwalkers cringed away from Kruger, but the ever-hostile Blood Drinker growled as he stepped forward threateningly. The druid glanced at the fearsome warpwolf and then simply applied his mighty will, clamping down on the beast’s mind and asserting his dominance. It was no contest; Blood Drinker lowered himself to the ground with a whimper. 

			“My army depleted. My plans disrupted.” Krueger followed after Caradoc, dragging his legendary spear, Wurmtongue, across the rock, scattering sparks. “And worst of all, one of my chieftains disobedient.” 

			Injured, Caradoc knew that he should have stayed down and begged for mercy, but his pride demanded that a chief stand upright. He struggled to his feet until they stood face-to-crackling-face. 

			“Why?” Krueger demanded.

			“To protect my tribe,” Caradoc snarled through the pain and gestured toward the kneeling mass of skinwalkers. “To keep our secret safe from the meddlers.” 

			Krueger’s visage slowly returned to that of a normal man. Even without the lightning dancing across his skin, he was still intimidating. Not only was his magic powerful, but his word was law in the wilds; Caradoc had no reasonable argument for his defiance. Krueger seemed to consider. “If you were revealed, the Circle would give you a new home somewhere else.” 

			“But this is our home. We will not abandon our sacred mountain.” 

			“You have no comprehension of what is at stake, what great things I’ve put into motion, and yet you would risk it all and betray me for dust and bones?”

			“The other skinwalkers have forgotten who they truly are. We are the first tribe.” Caradoc struck himself in the chest with his fist. “Cut me open and see, Stormlord! There is no dust here! My veins are filled with the blood of the first. Spill it as you will, because then my duty will be fulfilled.”

			The Stormlord frowned. “This place is becoming too much trouble. I have already ordered your village to be abandoned. I have suffered enough of this nonsense. We will cede these lands to civilization, so we can save far more elsewhere.” 

			They couldn’t abandon their past. Most of the skinwalkers let out a mournful wail. Krueger was undaunted. “Your rich history means little if you do not follow the will of the Circle now. Without the blackclads, you would have never unlocked the deeper power within yourselves. Such a gift comes with a price, and that price is service.” 

			“Please, Stormlord,” Caradoc resisted a pleading tone, though he knew he was pleading just the same. “My people are safe. The trespassers who stayed are buried alive beneath the mountain. The ones who went for help are being slain as we speak. Our holy relic will be returned soon. My work is done.” 

			Another howling wind came from nowhere and threw Caradoc on the ground. 

			“Selfish fool. You expect my forces to be wasted in this futile endeavor while I have a world to save? I wouldn’t tolerate this disobedience from the Tharn or a hundred villages like yours. This particular mountain is worthless to my plans. I have nothing to gain and everything to lose by allowing you to remain here.” 

			“No.” 

			“It is done. Your mountain was lost the day your ancestors were weak enough to allow the Rhulfolk and humanity to build a city near here. Now it falls upon me to force upon you the truth of the matter.” The Stormlord turned from Caradoc and spoke to the assembled skinwalkers. The powerful druid was accustomed to making and preserving alliances. He might have lost the loyalty of a chief, but it was clear he would try to retain the warriors. “Though your people will leave this mountain, they will live in a new place that I have prepared, where you can be safe and still serve the needs of the Circle. Your numbers will grow, as will your legend.” Krueger’s attempt at a conciliatory tone didn’t last long. He added, “Be thankful I’m allowing your tribe to survive at all.”

			Though battered by the wind, Caradoc refused to accept, and he forced himself to stand once more. He had tried; now he was done bowing. “You are making a mistake.” 

			“You were one of my strongest.” Krueger pointed his staff at the skinwalker’s heart. “I hope this rebellion was worth your life.”

			Caradoc closed his eyes and prepared to feel the full fury of the storm. 

			“Stormlord! Wait!” One of the tribe stepped forward. It was Ivor Haul. “I beg you, don’t do this.”

			Caradoc was surprised to hear the usurper speak in his defense. But Ivor was a treacherous pup; there had to be some scheme here. “Silence, Ivor,” he said. “Let me die with dignity. The tribe will be yours anyway.” 

			“Yes, I will be chief.” Ivor was also returning to human form so he could speak freely, but his face was still broken from where Caradoc’s fists had crushed it. His words slurred, stumbling through the mangled mess of his mouth, “We will do as you command, Stormlord. But our hunters are returning now.” The final syllable slowly dripped off his tongue like drool. He paused to swallow his thick spit. “Let us hear their story. If they killed all the men of Cygnar, then we are ready to depart immediately.”

			It was obvious that Krueger was displeased by this bold interruption, but he was also intrigued. “And if the Cygnarans still live?” 

			Ivor swallowed hard again. “If we are to abandon our mountain, let us take the sacred record with us so we can remember our ancestors. The soldiers stole it; let us get it back. Please, grant us at least that.” 

			Now Caradoc understood what Ivor was up to. The new chief was trying to compromise between the demands of the Circle and the pride of his people. Ivor didn’t give a damn about their history. He would lick Krueger’s boots, but the skinwalkers would respect Ivor for securing the tablet. He’d not realized the pup was capable of such cunning. 

			There were howls from the valley below. Caradoc strained to hear the distant sounds. 

			 “From the crestfallen look on your face, I believe I know what those sounds mean,” Krueger said. “Your hunt has failed again. The Cygnarans live.” 

			“Banish us if you must, Stormlord, but know when I lead, we will honor our promises,” Ivor proclaimed. “And please let us honor our ancestors. Let us reclaim the tablet so we can take it with us. We beg you.” 

			A skinwalker from the tribe raised himself from his knees and placed himself beside Ivor. In one swift movement, another did the same, and then another, and another. Ivor might not have cared about their history, but most of the first tribe still did. They were proud and would cling to what little they had left. Caradoc might be dishonored, but Ivor managed to give them some hope. The silence stretched on, as every warrior in the crowd slowly stood for their new chief. It was an incredibly bold act of defiance. 

			“Is this whole tribe willing to betray the Circle then?” Krueger demanded. 

			“They will still serve,” Caradoc whispered so only the Stormlord could hear him. He would attempt an appeal to Krueger’s scheming nature. “If the young one reclaims the tablet, it will make him look strong to the others. He will need it because the tribe will enter a dark time once you send them away from here. That record will be all they have to rally around. Punish me, not them, and let us finish this. I will go and die in battle so I can earn my place in the next world to hunt alongside the Wurm. If I somehow live, you can still kill me as an example to the others.”

			Krueger considered Caradoc’s words carefully. “This small delay would restore the loyalty you corrupted in your tribe. That is acceptable.” Krueger lowered his spear, turned to the skinwalkers, and proclaimed, “I have spoken. The first tribe will leave this mountain forever. But in my mercy, I will grant you one last chance to destroy your trespassers and reclaim what is yours.” 

			Giant shapes moved through the smoke behind the Stormlord. He had not come alone. 

			“Only this time, your hunt will be certain because I will oversee it personally.” 
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			The Malcontents were in bad shape. Heavy infantry was never meant to cover this much rugged terrain in such a short span of time, even in the best of circumstances, and now that most of them were injured, it had become even harder. They needed to rest and tend to their injuries for more than the few minutes they’d taken for basic first aid, but they kept on pushing, certain that if they failed here, then every man and woman they’d left behind would be doomed. 

			It was a hard thing to ask soldiers to do the impossible, but they were Madigan’s Malcontents; doing the impossible was just another day at the job. 

			“Keep up, private,” Cleasby told Younger as the wounded Storm Knight stumbled off the trail. He’d been stabbed in the abdomen, and Cleasby wasn’t sure how deep the wound was. All Horner had had time to do was stuff bandages in the hole in his gut. “Come on, we’re almost there.” 

			But Younger leaned against a tree trunk, one hand pressed to his bloody side. Beneath his visor, he was grey, and his breathing was labored. “I’m slowing you down. Sorry, sir. Leave me. I’ll hold them off as long as I can and buy you time.” 

			It was a noble sentiment, and Younger was a tough man for suggesting it. In some situations, such a sacrifice would have merit, like a choke point, but leaving a man to bleed to death in the middle of a forest as some futile but noble gesture was pointless. Cleasby didn’t have time to debate the tactics of it. “Pangborn! Have Headhunter carry Younger.” 

			“But, sir, I’m not going to—”Headhunter scooped up the Storm Knight without ever slowing. The warjack lumbered off, with Younger cradled in one hand like a baby. 

			“You don’t have my permission to die yet, private,” Rains shouted. “The rest of you lazy bastards keep running.” 

			“How come Younger gets to ride in comfort?” Thornbury demanded in mock outrage. “Is it because he’s the new guy?” 

			“Hard to run with your abdominal muscles unraveling. If you get stabbed, I’ll call for a carriage, your majesty,” Rains responded. 

			Cleasby looked around as the others hurried past him. They were in bad shape. Allsop was limping. Bevy’s left arm was hanging at a crooked angle. “Keep going. It’s all downhill from here.” 

			Their guide had run ahead, but they were in no danger of getting lost. Cleasby knew where they going now. “Stay on this heading, we can’t miss those tracks. With any luck, Novak’s already flagged down a train, and it’s waiting for us.” He knew that was extremely unlikely, because if she had gotten a train, the smart thing to do was assume they were already all dead and keep running for Ironhead Station, but the men could use all the hope they could get right now. 

			And then Cleasby realized they were missing someone else. “Where’s the gun mage?” He’d been with them just a few minutes ago. Acosta had been bringing up the rear. Cleasby waited for a moment, but nobody else appeared from the brush. “Damn it, and where’s Acosta?” 
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			“That pack looks awfully heavy. I’d be willing to take it off you,” Lambert Sayre said.

			Acosta stopped. He’d fallen back a bit to watch for pursuers, confident he would be able to catch up with the others. A foolish mistake. He’d had such a jolly good battle that he’d forgotten, for a moment, he was traveling with a viper. He slowly turned to see Sayre a good forty feet away, a distance much to the benefit of the gunslinger. 

			“Thank you for the offer, but it is not such a burden.”

			“No, really.” Sayre opened his coat to reveal his holstered pistol. “I insist.” 

			Acosta surveyed the terrain. It was rocky and uneven. Acosta was elevated while Sayre was downhill, a fact that would help the Ordsman close the distance. There was very little useful cover directly between them aside from a scattering of dead trees, none of which were wide enough to hide behind. His initial inclination was always to attack, but Sayre had picked a good spot to challenge him. To Acosta’s right was a fallen log. His best bet would be to dive behind it for cover.

			Sayre caught him looking at the log. “Heh, is the infamous Acosta is thinking about running? That’s disappointing. Drop the pack.” 

			Now that he’d seen the secrets contained on the tablet in action, Acosta understood the potential of the ritual and why Rathleagh wanted it so badly. The skinwalkers Acosta had fought thus far had been berserkers, but he did not know if the bestial change caused them to give up their intellect or if it was a choice these particular warriors made on their own. If a warrior with finesse and real martial skill were given such powers, that warrior would be invincible. It was an interesting thought, but he would have to consider the implications further once he was no longer buried alive in wolf monsters. 

			“This is foolishness, gun mage. Let us save our fight for later. Now, let us help my friends.” 

			“A conniving Thamarite bastard like you doesn’t have friends.”

			“On the contrary. I do, but not many, so you can understand how I cannot afford to waste them.” 

			“You expect me to believe you care about someone other than yourself?”

			“It is a failing of mine. I will endeavor to be more selfish in the future.” 

			The two killers watched each other. In his hands, Acosta had his glaives, but they weren’t ready to fire. He had not wanted his blades to glow and hum while stalking through the woods looking for skinwalkers. He twisted the hafts between his fingers to activate the accumulators, but they would take a moment to charge. Sayre’s hand was loose, hovering right above the butt of his gun. His eyes were cold and calculating. They watched each other for a long moment. 

			There was no bang. No muzzle flash. The only indicator Sayre had fired was the shimmering yellow circle of runes that appeared in the air around his gun and the incredible impact of the bullet in Acosta’s side. He felt the burning hit as he leaped forward down the hill, rolling to the side and crashing against one of the smaller trees. 

			Silenced rune shot. Sayre had hoped to kill him without alerting the others. 

			He was bleeding and his adrenaline delayed the pain, so he couldn’t tell if the bullet had pierced anything vital. Moving would be the best way to find out, he suspected. Acosta pushed himself off the tree and went down after the gun mage. But Sayre was no fool; he’d begun running to the side as he reloaded his single-shot weapon. Distance was his friend. They both knew if Acosta closed in, Sayre was dead. 

			His side burned, but Acosta had been shot before and was no stranger to such pain. He rushed down the hill, aiming his body at the gun mage. Sayre spun around and lifted his gun, flashing a different circle of runes into existence. Acosta dove forward and crashed behind a rock. This rune shot certainly wasn’t quiet at all, as it blasted chunks from the rock and flung them in every direction. Had it made contact, Acosta supposed chunks of himself would be decorating the landscape instead. 

			By the time Acosta got up, Sayre was already running again. The Ordsman took off after him. The distance between them was shrinking. Acosta’s glaives were beginning to hum with arcane energy. Not quite yet. He ignored the pain and focused on this test. He watched the ground ahead while he gauged Sayre’s movements. This time when the gun mage turned, Acosta was ready. He let himself fall behind a big, rotted log just as Sayre fired. 

			But Sayre had been thinking as well—he’d guessed where Acosta might go next This rune shot passed through the log as if it weren’t there, the bullet seeming to disappear on one side of the log and reappearing on the other to blast Acosta in the shoulder. He grimaced as it punched steel and ripped through his skin. 

			Clever mage. He’d been wounded twice now, which was painful, but neither wound was bleeding so profusely as to be more than a little dangerous. Sayre, the Ordsman thought, was doing better than expected.

			Acosta was pleased.

			He shoved one glaive beyond the log and triggered a blast across the forest, in Sayre’s general direction. He had no expectation of hitting the man, but the arcs were still terrifying and might put him off his game. Acosta vaulted over the top of the log and set out after Sayre. 

			The gun mage had instinctively ducked down at the galvanic blast, and the delay had cost him precious distance. Sayre could see Acosta closing, and rather than run, he calmly broke open his magelock pistol. His hands moved smoothly to his bandoleer. 

			As he ran, Acosta aimed his other glaive and fired. It was difficult to target with such an inaccurate weapon while on the move, but it was close enough. The tree next to Sayre exploded into splinters and pulp, causing the gun mage to flinch. The cartridge fell from his hand. 

			Acosta was on him. 

			One move with the glaive, seemingly as fast as the lightning it launched, and Sayre’s magelock pistol went spinning through the air—along with his trigger finger. In an instinctive response, undoubtedly due to years of countless repetitions, Sayre’s other hand dropped to his empty holster, only to grab a handful of air. Acosta’s other glaive came around and sliced one of the gun mage’s legs to the bone. Sayre screamed and fell to his knees. 

			Acosta pointed a glaive at Sayre’s chest. Both men were bleeding badly and breathing hard, but only one was dying—the other had gained valuable experience. 

			“A most excellent duel! You nearly had me.” 

			The gun mage knelt before him, stunned, defeated, and close to death. He raised his quivering hand and stared at the stump of his finger in disbelief. “You know, if I’d had my other gun, I would’ve won.” 

			“Perhaps,” Acosta said. “Be proud just the same. When you get to Urcaen, be sure to tell the others I’ve faced that you did better than most of them.” 

			Ashen, the dying gun mage nodded. “I’ll do that.” 

			“Thank you.” 

			Then Acosta swept Lambert Sayre’s head from his shoulders. 

			Howls on the mountain. The skinwalkers were coming. And there was another noise, like the barking of giant hounds. Likely they had heard the duel and were coming for him. Having been shot twice, Acosta supposed they might even catch him. But no matter what happened next, Savio Montero Acosta was having a wonderful day. 
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			“Lieutenant! Smoke.” Bevy was pointing with his good arm. He had used up two whole words to indicate the black plume rising below them. They’d moved into the foothills, and as they descended, everyone had kept an eye open for any signs that they were closing in on the tracks. If they didn’t anything soon, Cleasby thought, the skinwalkers might catch them out in the open. Then he followed Bevy’s gesture and saw what they’d bee hoping for.

			“Train. We’ve got a train!” he shouted. The Malcontents let up a cheer, everyone except for Cleasby himself. 

			One glance at the smoke while considering the train’s rate of approach and the distance they still had to cover, and Cleasby knew it was going to be very close. If they descended in a safe manner, they’d never make it in time. If they rushed in like fools, they might make it, but only the ones who didn’t break their necks. And if they missed this train entirely, they had to survive until the next one came. By the time the others figured out what Cleasby had already realized, he had already picked out the best route he could find under the circumstances. 

			“There. Go! As fast as you can.” A clatter of dislodged rocks fell behind them. Cleasby glanced up and saw skinwalkers churning down the steep face after them. It pained him to be so callous, but there was no other option. “If someone falls, keep going,” he ordered. “One of you has to flag down that train. Move!” 

			The Malcontents rushed down the incline, sliding and scrambling, armor banging against trees, none of them looking back at their pursuers. Cleasby could only pray the skinwalkers didn’t reach them during this headlong rush—a fight on this steep of a grade would be a losing proposition for the lower ground. 

			Headhunter began stomping down the incline, still holding Private Younger in one arm. A ’jack could only go so fast through rough terrain—no matter how dire things got—and Pangborn had to stick close to him. “We’ll bring up the rear, lieutenant. Just save us a seat on that train.” 

			Cleasby heard the baying of hounds. What now? He turned back to see a gigantic dog’s head peek over a log a few hundred yards behind Headhunter. It was hard to tell from his position, but the size of the thing’s head suggested it had to be nearly as big as a horse. He couldn’t figure out what the animal was doing there, but then another dog appeared. It wasn’t until it ran up a rock to get a better look at them that Cleasby realized it wasn’t two dogs, but a two-headed dog. 

			“Argus!” Horner called as she saw it as well. 

			“Great. The skinwalkers’ got pets,” Pangborn muttered. 

			Another massive, two-headed beast appeared, leapt over the log, and disappeared into the forest. It was coming for them. 

			“Keep running,” Cleasby shouted as he went back to haphazardly flinging his body down the incline. He had done the required readings from the Department of Extraordinary Zoology, so he knew the argus was a naturally occurring predator, relatively common in the wild—there were even records of Khadorans taming them—but reading about something in a book wasn’t nearly the same as being chased by one down a mountain. And the book hadn’t made them sound that big. 

			Branches tore at him. Roots entangled his boot, but he managed to catch himself on a tree before hurling his body farther down the mountainside. Ahead, one of the men—he couldn’t tell who—wasn’t so lucky; the man tripped and went crashing headfirst through the dirt. 

			Cleasby could hear the train. The thrum of metal wheels seemed unnatural in the wilderness. He could have sworn he felt the vibrations through the ground before he went crashing heedlessly through brush so thick that he thought it might entangle him and drag him to a halt. Leaves filled his open visor and slapped him in the eyes, half-blinding him as he stumbled out into the grassy open. Some of his men were already there. He glanced around. The train hadn’t arrived yet. They’d done it!

			Allsop was the unlucky one who had fallen on the way down, but finally he, too, came crashing out onto the grass. He groaned and shook his head as he sat up, but then he realized the train wasn’t here yet. “We’re going to be okay! We’re—” And then an argus sprang from the brush and landed on him. 

			Allsop cried out as one of its heads bit down on his leg. It shook him, dragging him violently back and forth. Cleasby rushed forward, but the other head came around, snapping at him. Its fangs clamped shut against his buckler, but Cleasby slammed the little shield forward and smashed the beast in the snout. An overpowering stink of wet dog assaulted his nostrils and nearly gagged him. 

			Suddenly Headhunter came out of the woods and with one metal foot violently kicked the argus across the clearing. Cleasby hadn’t known a warjack could even do that. The argus let out a shrill yelp when it hit the ground. 

			“Good shot, boy,” Pangborn said as he fell out of the woods. 

			Allsop was on the ground, screaming bloody murder about the holes in his leg. The insulated fabric was torn and blood spattered out. Horner rushed up to him and began tending the wound. “It’s not too deep,” she assured him. 

			The second two-headed animal emerged from the woods, which meant the skinwalkers couldn’t be far behind. Cleasby looked around for anything he could use to their advantage. The train was just coming around the bend, roaring obliviously toward Ironhead Station. He looked the other way to where the tracks went through the mountainside and into the great tunnel necessary to traverse this rugged terrain. 

			“That way, go! Head for the tunnel. Move.” Cleasby reached down, grabbed hold of Allsop, and yanked him up. 

			The Storm Knight bellowed as he put his considerable weight on his wounded leg, but he hopped in the right direction anyway. “We can’t go in there. The train will squish us.” 

			“Trust me.” 

			Thankfully, they did. All of them. 

			Pangborn fired his storm thrower at one of the circling argus to provide some cover as the others ran for the tunnel. Cleasby stepped on the wooden railroad ties, and now he knew for sure he could feel the vibration of the oncoming train. Headhunter appeared to hesitate at the entrance as if it were unsure why the little humans would tell it to go into the narrow confines just to get smashed. Only a couple feet of space stood between the tracks and the unyielding stone walls. 

			“Do it, Headhunter. Go in,” Pangborn said as he ran up behind his warjack. “I don’t like it either, but Cleasby knows what he’s doing.” 

			Headhunter swiveled its head, which seemed far too small for the warjack’s intimidating size, toward Cleasby, and the yellow slits glowed angrily, as if to warn, you’d better know what you’re doing. They were past the point of changing their minds anyway; there wasn’t anywhere else to go. As a team, they entered the darkness, guided only by the blue glow of their swords. 

			If they’d stayed in the open, the skinwalkers would be all over them before the train could stop. So now, Cleasby was basing their hope of survival on something he’d read while bored on the ride here—something that could easily be outdated, misinformed, or just flat-out wrong. If any of those were the case, he figured no one would be alive to criticize him for it anyway. “There should be an alcove off to the side for us to hide in soon,” he called, “big enough for a work crew and a laborjack.” 

			As they ran deeper into the narrow confines of the tunnel, the train appeared around the nearest trees; it was huge and heading their way fast. 

			“I don’t see an alcove,” Thorny shouted. 

			“Keep going. They’re supposed to dig one every hundred yards according to the manual.” 

			“The manual? What bloody manual?” 

			There was a brilliant yellow light on the front of the train, and the beam filled the tunnel. This was bad because it meant they were about to be run over, but also good because it illuminated the shadows of an alcove off to the right. “There! Right there!” 

			Suddenly something blocked most of the train’s light. Cleasby turned back to see that an argus had entered the tunnel, regardless of the danger, to chase after them. It barreled toward them as if it didn’t sense its own demise closing on it from behind. 

			It turned out that the manual had drastically overstated the comfortable size of the alcoves or else Steelwater Rail’s laborjacks were far smaller than a Stormclad. “Headhunter first, then squeeze in around him,” Pangborn said. Cleasby knew this was a good idea because their warjack was liable to step on anybody who got in his way. Headhunter crouched and backed in—its boiler scraping the roof—until its back hit the wall. It barely fit. The ’jack hoisted poor Private Younger nearly all the way against the top and held him there, out of the way. 

			“Crowd in under his arms,” Pangborn cried. “No time to be bashful.” 

			The Storm Knights pushed themselves in all around Headhunter. The only one not in armor, Horner swore fiercely as she was clubbed and battered by steel-clad limbs. Cleasby and Allsop were the last ones in line, so Cleasby shoved the wounded man on top of Headhunter’s bent knee and then tried to back himself in as well. It was too tight.

			The argus was almost to them. The thickly muscled beast was remarkably fast, but apparently it was too stupid to realize it couldn’t outrun a train. The engineer must have seen either their glowing swords or the beast running down the tunnel ahead of the train—he pulled the brakes. Sparks flew from the metal wheels and a horrible screech filled the air, but it took a long while to stop something so incredibly heavy going so notably fast. 

			The beast had meant to run the men down, not get run down. Too late, it realized the danger, and it had no choice but to run right past the packed-in Malcontents. One head turned their way and gave Cleasby a save glare right before its body bounced off the cattle guard and hurtled sideways down the tunnel. It didn’t make a sound—unless its death cry was drowned out by the screaming brakes. Cleasby didn’t see what happened to the argus after that because the train kept going, and going, and going. 

			The train was passing just inches from Cleasby’s visor, and there was nowhere to back up any farther into the alcove. He strained to push his neck as far back as he could and hoped that there wasn’t anything hanging off the side of the train that might catch and rip his head off. 

			The space was filled with sparks and noise as the train struggled to stop. The coal smoke from Headhunter’s stacks quickly choked them in the narrow confines. Thinking they were likely to survive, Cleasby started to give orders about what they should do once boarded, but he gave up once he realized it was impossible for anyone to hear him over the cacophony. Lighted windows rushed past with surprised passengers gawking at the glowing Storm Knights crammed into the alcove. After that, the train was comprised mostly of cargo cars and flatbeds. Cleasby thought that was too bad; he had silently been hoping for a troop transport. 

			The train finally ground to a halt, hissing steam. The car that stopped directly in front of their alcove was a flatbed. 

			“All aboard,” Rains ordered. The Malcontents began pulling themselves up, turning back to help the more severely wounded while those still on the ground pushed those from behind. 

			Cleasby started down narrow gap between stone wall and the metal train. 

			“Where are you going?” Rains called after him.

			“To find an engineer. We’ve got to get moving before the skinwalkers board.” 

			“Good thinking. I’ll take a crew and secure the back car. I’ll send any civilians forward. As long as we’re in the tunnel they can only attack from one direction,” Rains noted, “and they’ll have to go through us.” 

			“There were passenger cars ahead. Get the wounded up there. They’ll at least have first aid supplies.” He and Rains went their separate ways.

			Cleasby ran until he reached one of the occupied cars. People stared down at him from the windows, but he saw no one in uniform. A few of the passengers thought to open their windows and call out to see if he needed help. 

			“If you’ve got weapons, prepare them,” Cleasby shouted as he passed. “If any of you has medical training, there are wounded men inbound.” 

			The train engine was a huge, heavy-duty iron machine. He clambered up the stairs to find the door locked. He pounded on it with his gauntlet until a rather irate-looking engineer finally opened it. The young man seemed a little surprised at seeing a blood-soaked Storm Knight standing on his platform. 

			“The army? What’s the army doing here? What’s the meaning of this?”

			Cleasby pointed back inside the cabin. “Get this train moving again. Fast as you can get us to Ironhead.” 

			Another engineer appeared behind the first; this one was older and even angrier. “You can’t just block the tracks. This is an unscheduled stop. And you can’t board without a ticket. Steelwater Rail can fine you for—”

			Cleasby reached out and grabbed the young engineer by the coveralls and dragged him over until they were eye-to-bloodshot-eye. “Train. Move. Now.” 

			That seemed to stress the seriousness of the situation, but the young man was still too befuddled to act. “Why?” 

			“Monsters are coming to eat us.” 

			The fear and urgency in Cleasby’s voice was not lost. “Moving out.” The terrified engineer ran off to work the controls, almost as if he believed Cleasby himself was the monster coming to eat him. 

			“You.” Cleasby pointed at the next engineer. “Have you any military on board?” 

			The fire seemed to have gone out of the older man’s belly. “No, just seventy passengers and cargo to the rear.” 

			“Drat.” Cleasby had never intended to put more people in danger. “Weapons?”

			“Light. We’re mostly bringing back pilgrims from Orven. There’s a couple Rail Wardens to protect the cargo, and we’ve a few rifles for the crew.” After a moment’s thought, the engineer said, “I’m sure some of the passengers have guns.”

			“Spread the word and prepare to use them. I’m sorry to have brought this down on you, but you need to run for Ironhead Station as if your life depends on it—because it truly does.” 

			Cleasby rushed back through the cars, as the train started moving. As it gradually picked up speed, he wished it could accelerate even faster. He went down the aisle of each car, ignoring the confused passengers shouting questions at him; He couldn’t spare the time to calm them down and just repeated the same basic warning as he went along. By the time he reached the last passenger car, they’d already laid Private Younger down in the middle of the floor, pulled off his breast plate, and were tending to his wounds. Cleasby was shocked to see that once they got his bracers off, Bevy had a bone sticking out of his arm, an injury he’d not complained about even once. It made the lieutenant proud to see the passengers, Cygnarans from every class and walk of life, had already pitched in to help. 

			Allsop was sitting by the back door, glaive across his lap, while Horner put pressure on his bite wound with a towel borrowed from a passenger. 

			“He’ll be all right, Cleasby.” Horner was drenched with blood up to her elbows, but she was still seemed reassuring. “Younger’s the worst off, but I’ve got his bleeding stopped.” 

			“I’m in your debt.” The archeologist’s skills had been an invaluable help beyond the dig site. 

			“Once we get help and rescue my friends, we’ll call it even.” 

			“Keep these civilians safe, corporal.”

			“Will do, lieutenant,” Allsop told him grimly. 

			“And don’t let Bevy try to explain to anyone what’s going on. He’ll just terrify them more.” 

			Cleasby kept moving, crossing from car to car, and the farther back he went, the faster the train seemed to go. The engineers had followed his orders to the letter and must have been burning record amounts of coal to get the train up to speed so quickly. As he moved out of passenger compartments, he had to climb or crawl across stacks of crates and boxes. It seemed like most of their supplies were ordinary dry goods, but he still hoped to come across something more useful than sacks of feed. 

			Most of his men were three quarters of the way back, clustered around Headhunter. They’d shoved cargo over the sides to clear space. If the civilian owners complained about the property damage, it would probably come out of Cleasby’s pay, but he could live with that. Headhunter was crouched on its stubby legs, hunched over on a flatbed. If it stood upright, it would probably bang its stacks on the top of the tunnel. Cleasby knew that warjacks couldn’t technically feel discomfort, but he was sure Headhunter still wasn’t happy to be here. 

			“We had some last -minute boarders.” Rains had to shout to be heard over the train noise.

			“Skinwalkers?” 

			“No. One is much angrier than any skinwalker I’ve seen, but the other seems nice enough.” 

			Cleasby squinted through the near darkness. Two figures were making their way across the last flatcar: one woman in a ranger’s cloak and a man in painted storm armor. Novak and Acosta. Cleasby had heard gunfire and a few glaive discharges before his Malcontents had begun their mad dash down the mountain, so he’d assumed these two had been overrun. “Praise Morrow.” 

			“Since Acosta survived, I don’t think it’s Morrow you should be praising here, sir.” Rains grinned. “No sign of the skinwalkers. I think they fell back once we entered the tunnel.” 

			“Excellent.” At the rate they were gaining speed, it would soon be impossible for anything to board them. Cleasby put one hand on his friend’s shoulder and shook him. “We did it, Rains. We’re on our way.” He turned to his exhausted men, triumphant, and shouted. “We’ve done it!”

			Pangborn was too busy loading the last of their coal into Headhunter to pay much attention beyond a thumbs up. Thornbury was sitting on a crate, physically wrecked, but he looked at Cleasby and managed a tired smile. “Bravo, lieutenant. Now I could really use a hot bath and a nap.” 

			Cleasby looked ahead and saw the light approaching at the end of the tunnel. The miles of fast travel across the mountains and tunnels to get back to Ironhead Station lay just ahead. With luck, he might be on a train back to this exact spot with a platoon of troops sometime tonight. 

			But as the daylight got brighter, something gnawed at the back of his mind. The skinwalkers had fallen back rather than enter the tunnel, but Caradoc hadn’t struck him as one to give up easily. While they were savages, they weren’t fools. If their situations were reversed and it was the future of his people at stake, Cleasby certainly wouldn’t have backed down. 

			Novak and Acosta reached them. It was the first time Cleasby had ever seen Acosta look physically wasted. “Are those bullet holes?” 

			“Mere scratches. Nothing more. It is a long story, my friend.” Surprisingly, the Ordsman flopped down next to Thornbury and lowered his head, tired. 

			Cleasby beckoned to Thorny. “Nobody is too tough not to bleed to death. Check his wounds.”

			Their young nobleman seemed hesitant to lay his hands on Acosta without permission, but after a moment, the mercenary nodded for him to proceed. 

			Cleasby asked, “What happened to that gun mage?” 

			“He will not be joining us,” Acosta said. “His absence is related to these bullet holes.” 

			Cleasby knew he should have trusted his instincts that there had been something off about Sayre, but he would have to worry about the specifics later. He looked to Novak. “I’m glad to see you made it, ranger.”

			“I’ll say the same for you, Storm Knight. I stopped to help your Ordsman aboard.” She dropped Acosta’s pack on the floor. 

			“We didn’t see you.” 

			“When I reached the tracks, I took cover and waited for the train. I didn’t expect to see you boys falling down the mountain so gracefully and had to double back.”

			“Wait…If you were hiding, how’d you expect to board?” 

			“Ranger trick. Patrols board trains without the trains stopping all the time—if a train stops in the middle of nowhere to let a patrol on or off, it tips off the people we’re trying to spy on. If you know where the trains have to slow down for a bend or a grade, you just wait at the high ground and grab on when they pass.” 

			High ground. “Damn it…” Cleasby looked ahead toward the sunshine. 

			She saw where he was looking. “That was my plan. There’s a ledge there.” 

			Caradoc was smart enough not to send his forces into the narrow confines of a tunnel against several glaives, and if a ranger were athletic enough to make such a jump, it would be easy for a skinwalker. 

			He pointed toward the advancing daylight. “We’re about to be attacked.” 

			As the rapidly accelerating train burst from the tunnel, a hairy form dropped from the rocks above and landed in the coal stores just behind the engine, raising a black cloud of dust. A moment later another landed on the roof of the first passenger car. It stuck, clinging, claws biting into the sheet metal. 

			“Just once, Cleasby could have the decency to be wrong,” Thorny complained as Acosta shoved the nobleman’s hands away from his wounded side. 

			Another skinwalker jumped, hit the second passenger car, but wasn’t as lucky. Its claws slipped, and it tumbled over the side. 

			“Glaives up!” Cleasby ordered. They didn’t have an angle to fire on the ones farther forward, but he had no doubt there would be more coming. 

			 The skinwalkers were spacing themselves out to not get in each other’s way—one per train car. The next one to fall was caught in several galvanic arcs. By the time it hit the passenger car’s roof, it was on fire and went skidding off and down into the forest. Once they announced themselves, the monsters had nothing to lose. As the cargo cars entered the light, it began to rain skinwalkers. 

			“Fire at will!” Cleasby ordered.

			The skinwalkers were far more graceful than any human as they landed among the crates and pallets. They’d given up on their long spears and polearms for the close confines of the train. Now they were armed with jagged knives or and claws. 

			“Rains, Pangborn, cover Headhunter. Thorny, Novak, on me. We can’t let them stop the engine.” There was no point in ordering the Ordsman to do anything because Acosta would simply go wherever he wanted anyway. 

			Cleasby rushed to the next car and leaped across the gap, just in time have a skinwalker fall directly in front of him. It landed atop a crate that Cleasby promptly struck with his glaive, blasting it to splinters with a galvanic discharge. The creature fell hard and rolled over the edge, but it caught itself by sinking one claw into the floorboards. Thorny promptly kicked it in the muzzle. It slipped over the edge and made a disgusting splatter noise, accented by a wet crunch, as it fell under the wheels. 

			The next skinwalker landed behind them, but Headhunter promptly smashed it into pulp. Cleasby pushed on, confident the others had his back; he didn’t look back From somewhere behind him, Novak fired her rifle over their heads, aiming at the monster atop the passenger car. 

			Cleasby called to Thornbury. “Shoulder to shoulder. Without those spears, we’ve got the reach advantage. Alternate galvanic blasts. One shoots while the other glaive charges. Anything gets through, cut it down. Got it?” 

			“At this point my limbs have the fortitude of warm oatmeal, Cleasby, but I’m with you.” 

			“That’s the spirit. For Cygnar!” 
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			Rains fought for his life as monsters fell all around him. Jagged knives crashed against his shield and claws scratched his armor. Pangborn was beside him, firing his thrower and stabbing the bayonet at anything that got past Rain’s shield. Pallets and burlap sacks had caught on fire from stray voltage.

			The two Storm Knights were doing rather well until Headhunter suddenly drove his shield into their backs and sent them flying. 

			Rains landed on his shoulder, rolling and crashing into a barrel. He couldn’t figure out why their own warjack had shoved him halfway across the train car, until a hairy monster nearly the size of their warjack fell out of the sky and landed precisely where they’d been standing. It landed with such force that it shook the entire train, and the car jumped. Rains was braced for the entire car to tip off the track, but metal-on-metal screeching told him the wheels had held to the rails despite the impact. 

			Rains crawled away as giant claws ripped through the wood. He looked up, and up, and up even more to see the massive form of the warpwolf that had broken their fort into kindling. This was the first time Rains had seen the whole monster, and it was even worse than he’d first imagined. It was like the Wurm had taken a skinwalker and stretched it, twisting flesh and bone until it was the size of a warjack. Bone spikes had grown through its flesh. Long lips peeled back to display fangs the size of daggers as it glared at Rains with its feral red eyes. 

			Thankfully, the beast turned on Headhunter instead of them. Their Stormclad lowered its shield and lifted its generator blade. The beast roared. Apparently they remembered one another. Looking around frantically, Rains realized the flatcar was far too small for these two titans.

			“Rains!” Pangborn shouted. He’d not been so lucky in his fall and had slid over the side. Luckily, he had caught hold of the edge—but his metal gauntlets were slipping, unable to find a purchase on the wood. Dropping his glaive, Rains dove for his friend. He caught Pangborn’s wrist and held on with every muscle trembling. There was nothing below Pangborn’s boots but a narrow strip of rock and then a long drop down a cliff. His storm thrower was dangling from his backpack by the hose, bouncing and sparking as it was smashed against the rocks. 

			Rains pulled with all his remaining strength, but Nestor Pangborn was the biggest man in the unit, with the biggest suit of armor, strapped to the heaviest weapon, and wearing an apron filled with metal tools and ’jack parts. “You weigh a ton!” Rains shouted, red-faced. Desperate, he looked toward Headhunter. The instant the two massive things stopped appraising each other and finally clashed, he would either be crushed or tossed over the side. 

			Pangborn realized the same thing. “Let me go. Save yourself.” 

			“Shut it,” Rains snapped as he pulled harder. 

			Headhunter was the most aggressive ’jack any of the Malcontents had ever seen. It should have torn right into the monster, but instead its yellow eye slits fixed on Pangborn dangling on the other side of the beast…and Headhunter moved back. The warjack carefully stepped onto the next flatcar, crushing boxes underfoot. It was almost as if it were beckoning the beast to follow. Rains couldn’t believe his eyes. Headhunter never retreated. 

			The crouched beast went after Headhunter. 

			It was their chance. “Pull!” Rains groaned to himself as he dragged Pangborn up over the edge until the big man could get ahold of a crate to help. A moment later, it was done—Pangborn was on board once more. After he was safe, they both lay there gasping for a moment until Rains realized yet another skinwalker was coming for them. Pangborn quickly pulled up his hose to find the storm thrower dangling from the end of it was now broken.

			Rains had dropped his own blade to save Pangborn. Horrified, he watched the skinwalker kick his glaive off the side of the train. 

			At that moment, the entire train shook again as Headhunter clashed with the beast. 

			The two massive things collided. In an attempt to crawl over Headhunter’s shield, the beast’s lupine claws ripped great tears into the Stormclad’s armor. Headhunter slashed at the warpwolf with its generator blade, splitting open the thick, hairy hide. Muscle and fury smashed into metal and electricity as oil and blood flew into the air. The two pushed back and forth; the first to shift to the side would inevitably fall from the moving train. 

			Rains still had his shield; Pangborn pulled a heavy wrench from his apron. It wasn’t a storm thrower by any means, but Pangborn was so damned strong Rains was willing to bet he could bludgeon a skinwalker to death with it. But rather than attack, the skinwalker had stopped and was also watching, amazed, as its beast fought their Stormclad. 

			“My money is on Headhunter,” Pangborn spat at it.

			The skinwalker turned, slowly twisting its head, and rose fully on its hind legs to loom over Pangborn. “Blood Drinker,” it hissed.

			“Blood Drinker, huh? Well, Headhunter is about to ruin him and put his head on a chain.” 

			“Heh-unter?” The words were mangled coming out of the beastly mouth, but it was close enough. “False beast.” 

			“He’s a Stormclad. Better than your…whatever it is.” 

			“Blood Drinker. Warpwolf,” proclaimed the monster proudly. It snarled something else completely unintelligible. 

			“What did you say about my ’jack?” Pangborn roared. He had no tolerance for loudmouths, regardless of what species they were. “That’s it!” The big man went after the skinwalker, beating at it with his wrench. 
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			Caradoc leapt from the stone ledge. He fell through the air and landed smoothly in a crouch on the last car of the train. He immediately began to search for prey. 

			Nothing. He’d thought for sure the blue soldiers would be waiting here at the end. He’d gone last deliberately, in expectation of the best fight. He’d hoped to fall right into the midst of them and to kill as many as he could before dying a glorious death. But once again, Caradoc had been robbed. He was still furious that his tribe was being banished by the Circle, and there was nothing he could do about it. With a roar, he shoved a crate over the side. 

			The entire train was now in the sunlight. It seemed to stretch forever, this parasite on his mountain. The next car was stacked high with logs, surely stolen from Caradoc’s forest, splintered from ancient trees that the Cygnar would turn into furniture or toothpicks. He ran forward and leapt across the distance to land atop the logs. He sunk his toe claws into the bark to avoid slipping. From this vantage point, he could see all the way to the other end. His warriors were fighting the blue soldiers, and Blood Drinker was fighting their infernal machine. Caradoc suspected if the enemy lost their warjack, the rest of this train’s passengers would be nothing but snacks for Blood Drinker. The machine had its back to the chieftain, and Caradoc knew if he could damage its precious boiler, it would become easy prey for Blood Drinker. 

			Caradoc began to run across the logs but stopped halfway across when he realized there was a lone human in his way. The man was climbing up the other side of the stacked logs, and Caradoc could smell the blood on him. He’d seen this one on the road. It wasn’t their chief, but this one was the deadliest of them all. 

			“I knew I’d find you here,” the human said as he found his feet beneath him. “Like me, you go to where you think the best fight will be, but you should have known, the warjack would not do. This is very sad for you, Caradoc. Why, yes, even in your hideous wolf form, I recognize you, man who speaks for a mountain, or whatever your asinine title is.” 

			As much as Caradoc wanted to rip the life from this fool, he needed to damage that warjack now for the good of the tribe. He could have to kill this one later. He prepared to leap over the human. 

			“What? You think you can escape Savio Montero Acosta? I did not run down a mountain for nothing. You have to fight me.” The man held out a pack, letting it dangle from one strap over the side of the train. “I have your sacred rock.” 

			“No.” Caradoc knew the smell of the stone well—it had been lovingly held by the hands of a hundred generations of his tribe. From all of his ancestors, the oil of their skin had been embedded into the pores of the stone, a memory of forever. As long as his tribe kept the stone, the ones who came before would never be forgotten. The stone was on this train—but it wasn’t in that pack. “You do not.” 

			The human made a curious face and then opened the pack. He stuck one gauntlet in, rummaged through chunks of coal, and pulled out a plain flat rock about the same size as the sacred tablet. For a moment he was stunned, but then Acosta smiled. “Clever, ranger…” 

			Caradoc had no time for this. The warjack was right there; it was more important. Caradoc was going to die today no matter what, so he would die serving his tribe. Driven by powerful muscles, Caradoc leaped past the human.

			But Acosta was far faster than a human should have been. He swung the pack, catching Caradoc’s arm with a strap, and jerked downward. Caradoc spun off course. The skinwalker chieftain crashed against the logs just on the other side of the human. For one heartbeat, his head was dangling over the side, looking down at the ground flashing past, but then he sunk his claws into the bark and caught himself. Snarling, Caradoc sprang to his feet, drawing a long, jagged dagger from his belt. He pivoted, swinging at the human’s chest, but the one called Acosta was already dancing back.

			“There. That is more like it.” The other blue soldiers fought with one lightning sword, but this one, Caradoc noted, readied two of the blades. “Come. Let us finish this.” 

			Caradoc attacked, knife whipping about in his hands. By human standards the blade was long enough to be a short sword, but Caradoc spun it back and forth effortlessly. Acosta caught the blade with one glaive and attacked with the other. The skinwalker dodged the response and slashed out with his claws, trying to hook a vulnerable joint in the armor. They traded a rapid flurry of attacks, moving with the ebb and flow of battle as the train rocked beneath their feet. 

			They circled on the uneven surface, each looking for an angle. “You do not fight like the other beasts. You use your strength, but you do not rely entirely upon it.” Acosta gave him a small bow. “You have technique.” 

			Of course he did—the blackclads had sent him to fight across the whole world. Caradoc sized his opponent up anew. Acosta had been injured earlier but was still strong. Yet there was something not right about this one. Normally, humans stunk of fear before the might of a skinwalker, but this one was too confident. Surely, he had some tricks.

			But so did Caradoc. 

			The logs were stacked in a pyramid, secured by heavy ropes. This human was surefooted, but no human could match a skinwalker’s grace. Caradoc swept his blade down and sliced through several of the ropes. 

			Acosta’s eyes widened. Very few things surprised this one, but that had. 

			Caradoc backed up, crouched, and ran his blade along the log, cutting through more ropes. As each one split, the weight increased on the remainder, causing the pile they were standing on to bulge and shift dangerously. 

			Acosta stumbled as the log rolled beneath his boots. Caradoc did not think he was used to being put off balance very often, as the expression on the uncertain human’s face seemed to confirm. Caradoc stepped down and kicked the top log he’d just been standing on. The rest of the bulging ropes snapped, and their pile began to disintegrate.

			Surprisingly, Acosta attacked anyway. 

			They fought back and forth, stumbling, continually striking at each other, as logs began to spill over the side and crash against the rocks below. The instant he lost a foothold, Caradoc had to push off and move again. To stay still for an instant meant falling. Or worse. 

			Suddenly, it was dark. The speeding train had entered another tunnel. Another log fell off, hit the support beams on the side of the tunnel, and flipped back into the air, spraying them with bits of dirt and bark. Now they fought by the light of the two glowing blue swords. 

			Even wounded, the human was an incredible fighter. It took all of Caradoc’s might and skill to keep him in check. It was rare for him to find an equal in battle. 

			A beastly roar filled the tunnel, so loud it caused Acosta to flinch. Caradoc immediately kicked the man in the stomach, pushing him across the car, but the stubborn human refused to fall. Behind Acosta, Blood Drinker had knocked down the human’s warjack and was now on top of it, furiously ripping handfuls of its metal guts out.

			Caradoc let out a triumphant howl. With that metallic obstacle out of the way, this hunt was all but over. 

			But the human’s machine was as obstinate as the humans. One giant metal hand reached up, grabbed hold of Blood Drinker’s mane, and pulled hard to the side. The beast’s head scraped along the wall and violently struck a passing support beam. The beam shattered, and Blood Drinker’s blood splashed against the wall. He wailed and thrashed, but the warjack held him there, painting the walls with his blood and hair. Another beam flashed past, smashing into Blood Drinker’s skull. The ghastly impact left Blood Drinker dazed as he was struck by another passing beam, and then another. His body went limp, but the machine simply shoved more of the beast’s body out to drag against the unyielding stone wall. 

			“No!” Caradoc rushed forward save his beast. 

			But this time, it was Acosta who shoved the logs and set the whole pile tumbling down again. 

			Their blades met. Chips and blue sparks flew. Caradoc’s technique surrendered to pure killing rage, but he could only watch in horror as the warjack let go of Blood Drinker. The magnificent beast fell over the edge of the train to float gracelessly for a moment, Trapped between the rail car and the wall, waiting for their car to reach it a heartbeat later. When the two collided, his thick bones were smashed against the steel wheels, which set him spinning, lifting him up to slam into the bottoms of the loose logs and shoving them violently to the side. Caradoc was sent sprawling as Blood Drinker’s battered corpse dropped again into the gap between the rail car and the tunnel wall, this time to disappear beneath the wheels. 

			Acosta slipped. Bark scrapped off beneath him, and his boot wedged down between two logs. As Blood Drinker flopped and rolled down the tracks behind them, the logs crushed together. Acosta roared in pain as they smashed his foot between them. He pulled against the unyielding weight, but his foot would not budge. He was trapped. 

			Caradoc slowly rose as Acosta tugged futilely once more at his trapped limb. The human was desperate—it reminded Caradoc of a wolf in a snare, ready to chew off its own paw in order to escape. It had been the smallest of mistakes, but it would be sufficient to end the man’s life. 

			Acosta flipped one glaive around in his hand and drove it straight down between the logs, trying to lever them apart, but Caradoc moved in for the kill. Acosta swung for the skinwalker’s legs with the other flashing glaive, but Caradoc leaped over it. The steel embedded itself into a log. Acosta tugged. It would not come free. 

			Caradoc struck him with the blade hard across the chest, but the human’s breastplate held. Acosta abandoned one of his glowing blades and went for his sheathed knife, but Caradoc swung his other fist into the human’s head. Despite being struck by a blow that would have felled most humans, Acosta roared and swung back. He then blocked Caradoc’s next knife strike with the back of his gauntlet. Finally, Caradoc latched onto a joint in the man’s armor and shoved his claw through the gap into the flesh beneath. The human bellowed in pain, and Caradoc slammed his forehead against Acosta’s face. 

			Acosta fell. Caradoc would have finished him immediately, but a blast of lightning flashed past, close enough to singe the hair on his arm. The skinwalker chief crouched next to his fallen prey. Concealed behind the logs, he knew they no longer had a shot at him. He lifted his head enough to see the blast had come from a Storm Knight several cars ahead. The bolt had only saved the warrior’s life for a moment. It would not be enough. 

			Cleasby stood at the rear platform of a passenger car. Even from his distance, Cleasby could see there was nothing else he could do beyond the blast he’d just leveled so ineffectively at the skinwalker. Frustrated, he pushed on. Caradoc understood all too well how a leader felt in such circumstances; he, too, had been unable to save his own. Truly, it was a heavy thing. Caradoc turned his attention back to his current opponent. 

			Acosta had landed on his back with his leg still trapped. He’d been stunned by the blow, but he’d already recovered enough to reach for the lightning sword next to him. It was futile, but he grabbed the hilt and found the sword was still wedged uselessly between the heavy logs. 

			The skinwalker chief knelt over Acosta and placed his blade against the human’s throat. Blood streamed down Acosta’s face. His eyes were wide and swelling with excitement. Despite facing death, the human was giving Caradoc a red-toothed grin. This one was happy to die. 

			“Our duel was interrupted, but it seems you’ve already defeated me.”

			“It was a good battle,” Caradoc snarled. 

			Acosta laughed. “Among the best. I’d already be dead if not for my friends. One mistake, one misstep, was all it took. In a way, I am glad this happened. Sometimes, failure is the best teacher. It shows I still have so much to learn. It has been an honor to duel you, Caradoc.” 

			It was a noble sentiment. As a warrior who was also condemned to die this day, he too was thankful for this battle. 

			“Die, blue soldier.” 

			“Blue isn’t my color,” Acosta said as he released the lightning caged inside his trapped sword. 

			The logs exploded and sent thousands of splinters tearing through Caradoc’s body. Like Blood Drinker, his body went limp as he was flung from the speeding train. 
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			The skinwalkers would target the engine, Cleasby knew. If they stopped the train, they could easily swarm the cars and kill everyone on board—including the passengers who blocked his way now. He pushed his way through the final passenger car, racing to reach the engine car before the enemy did. But the car was crowded with confused people who seemed too disoriented by all the commotion to move aside, despite his commands. The sudden darkness outside and the stifling roar of the cars on the tracks indicated they were passing through another tunnel. Good, Cleasby thought. A tunnel and its darkness would temporarily bring their enemies to a halt, he hoped; the skinwalkers who’d climbed atop the roofs would be forced to lie prone to avoid losing their heads. 

			There was a sudden crack as one of the passengers fired a hand cannon into the roof. “I heard a bump!” the old woman declared. A nearby gentleman seemed to think this was a splendid idea, and he fired a shot into the roof as well. The weak round from his pocket pistol bounced off the sheet metal and ricocheted around the compartment as passengers dove for safety. 

			“Stop that!” Cleasby shouted. A window shattered as a skinwalker tried to clamber through the side. It was too important that he secure the engine; he couldn’t afford the time to deal with it himself. “Thorny, repel the beasts boarding us!” 

			“On it,” Thornbury said as he took a swing at the claws. 

			Cleasby reached the end of the passenger car and threw open the door to cross into the next car, the storage car, and was hit in the face with wind and coal smoke. But at least there were no Skinwalkers waiting to greet him, he noted with some satisfaction. Novak was right behind him. He rushed across the rocking platform above the coal storage and leaped from it onto the platform at the back of the engine car. The heavy door there had been torn open and the cabin within was dark. Knowing that he was too late, Cleasby rushed in.

			He could make out one engineer was face down on the floor in a puddle of blood. Cleasby stepped over his body, glaive raised and pointing forward. It was a terrible weapon to use in such close confines. The lights were out and until they emerged from the tunnel, no sunlight came through the windows, but Cleasby moved forward cautiously using the blue glow of the glaive as his guide.

			The other engineer must have jumped overboard rather than face the skinwalkers because there was no sign of him. A distracted creature was at the controls, erratically chopping at the delicate instruments with a hatchet, presumably trying to make the train stop. The beast saw the blue reflection against the polished brass and began to turn, just as Cleasby moved forward and drove his glaive deep into the skinwalker’s body. He slammed the monster against the wall, triggered the galvanic blast while the blade was lodged inside the skinwalker’s body, and fried its guts. As it thrashed and kicked against the electricity, the skinwalker flung Cleasby all around the small compartment, battering him against the metal fixtures. 

			It was still alive, and with no room to swing his glaive, Cleasby picked up the rough hatchet from the floor and violently hacked at the creature. Novak came up behind him and smashed the butt of her rifle against the thing’s head. Then the two of them stood there, chopping and bashing until they could barely lift their arms. It stopped moving, but they battered it just the same.

			“I think that’ll do,” Cleasby gasped. 

			“We’re slowing. It broke something.” 

			Cleasby looked at the instruments. Most of the gauges were so cracked or so bloodstained that he couldn’t read them, but Novak was right. The skinwalker had accomplished its mission. If the engine lost power, they’d be sitting ducks. “I’ll try to figure it out.” He’d never driven a train before, but how hard could it be? “Look for the instruction manual.” 

			“The manual?” Novak asked, incredulous.

			“Yes, the manual. There’s always an instruction manual!” Cleasby took in the multitude of levers and tried to reason out what they might do. There were a lot of them. “This has to be the throttle.” He pushed it all the way forward; following a whistle from the steam engine, they began to pick up speed again. 

			“Excellent,” He said. “I can do this.” 

			“Cleasby, look!” Novak was gesturing out the window. “Stop the train!” 

			“What?” He’d just figured out how to make it go faster, and she wanted him to stop? He looked out the window. The powerful front light illuminated the last stretch of the tunnel. What is that? Cleasby couldn’t figure it out. It was far away and hard to tell, but it appeared to be a pile of rocks. But in the shape of a man…except the rocks were moving. 

			A giant rock man was trying to rip up the tracks. 

			“It’s a wold!” Novak shouted. 

			He pulled back the throttle. But the train only slowed minutely Brake? Where would I put the brake? He found a red lever and cranked it back. Below them, steel wheels screamed in protest, and the entire train jerked unexpectedly. Both of them stumbled forward, tripping over the dead skinwalker. 

			As they passed the support beams, Cleasby estimated their speed by noting how quickly they passed the support beams and the remaining distance to the rock monster. 

			“We’ll not stop in time. Brace for impact,” he said. 

			The magically animated rock man, or wold, as Novak had called it, was at least as big as Headhunter. Even if it didn’t rip up the track in time, for all Cleasby knew, hitting that thing would derail them anyway. The iron walls of the engine room had been shaped to provide seats, and there were even straps to hold onto for just this kind of situation, but his armor would never fit into one in time. There was nowhere to go. “At least we’ll get to run over that monster.” 

			“You’re insane,” Novak said as she climbed into the engineer’s seat and hooked her arm through one of the cords. “You’d have made a great ranger.”

			“Thank you, corporal.” 

			With its two glowing green eyes, the rock man looked up at the oncoming train. It seemed unmoved, almost disinterested in the impending disaster racing toward it. As they closed, Cleasby could see stone blocks made up its body, covered in glowing runes similar to those he’d seen at the ruins. The animated stones were connected by thick logs and tied together with hundreds of ropes to form a powerful-looking makeshift golem. He’d never seen anything like it before and would have liked the chance to study the thing, but as it was holding a pried up chunk of steel rail line in its hands, Cleasby imagined he could do without understanding it. 

			“We’re going to crash, he whispered. 

			The impact flung Novak into the controls. The thick windows shattered as they were pelted with great chunks of gravel. As the train went off the rails, a terrible racket rose as the cars tore through wooden ties and steel beams. Cleasby was tossed across the floor, smashing into a hard metal wall, and then the entire room tilted as they went onto their side. Dirt sprayed through the bottom window as Cleasby momentarily lost his sense of up or down, tumbling into what had just been the ceiling. His bearings scattered, he reached out for anything to hold onto.

			The moment of blackness was blissful. There was no danger, no risk, no death. And then it was gone. As he regained consciousness again, he coughed, his eyes burning; the inside of the compartment was completely filled with dust and steam. The train had come to a full stop. Blood was everywhere, and he was in so much pain that he thought it had to be his. But as his senses slowly returned, he realized he was lying on top of sticky, matted fur and broken bones instead of gravel and steel; it was the skinwalker he and Novak had hacked and beaten to death and likely the source of all the blood.

			“Novak?” No answer. He could barely see anything. With a growing sense of alarm, Cleasby realized he could smell smoke. The engine had caught fire. “Novak?”

			Nearly drowned out by the whistle of escaping steam, the crackle of burning coal, and the snapping of twisted metal, Cleasby heard a groan. He stumbled toward the sound. Novak was dazed but alive. He lifted the ranger into his arms, desperate to get her outside before the fire spread.

			He squeezed them through the hole that had been one of the front windows. Tripping over bits of carved stone, Cleasby staggered outside. Novak coughed. By some miracle, the bright yellow alchemical light on the front of the train was still functioning, and its angle was such that it cut a path through the smoke. Stumbling, Cleasby alternately dragged and carried Novak clear of the wreckage, following the dimming path of the yellow light until he could see true daylight. Brain addled from the impact, Cleasby went toward the sun. Novak neither helped nor hindered him; she simply held onto him as they escaped the derailed train car and the tunnel where it had crashed.

			A tall bald man in intricately detailed robes was waiting for them at the end of the tunnel. He was leaning on an ornate spear and seemed so calm, so unmoved by the scene, so supremely confident that he was entirely out of place amid the smoke and chaos. 

			“Who are you?” Cleasby asked, bewildered. 

			“I am Krueger, the Stormlord.” 

			That name was familiar, and if it wasn’t for the fact he’d just been bounced about the insides of a crashing train, Cleasby suspected he’d be able to remembered where he’d heard it before “What do you want?” 

			“I want to end a remarkably persistent nuisance.” The stranger seemed either amused by or detached from the battles that had just preceded this confrontation. Several skinwalkers rushed up behind him. They filled the entire exit and more piled up behind them. Krueger turned to the monsters. “Finish this.” 

			“Oh, for crying out loud.” Cleasby turned and limped back into the smoke. This just kept getting worse. “Wake up, Novak.” 

			“Oh, my head. What happened?”

			He jerked his head back toward Krueger. “Them.” 

			She looked over his shoulder. The skinwalkers were walking after them. Their nonchalant approach somehow made it worse. “Are you serious? More?” 

			He set Novak down next to the overturned engine. “Can you walk?” 

			“Sort of.” Novak seemed extremely disoriented. The side of her head was bruised and swollen, but she found handholds on the metal and pulled herself up. Cleasby held his breath and went back through the window. He yanked his glaive out of the dead skinwalker. 

			Novak called to him. “Get my backpack. I’ve got an idea.” 

			It was hard to see through the smoke stinging his eyes, but Cleasby spotted the canvas bag wedged against the controls and pulled it free. When he went outside, the skinwalkers were only twenty feet away. 

			“Threaten to blow up the pack,” Novak commanded. 

			He had no idea what was going on, but Cleasby pressed the point of his glaive against the canvas. 

			“I’ll do it,” he said. 

			It seemed to work. The skinwalkers hesitated, turning their lupine heads toward each other, uncertain. They stopped in front of the engine and held their ground. 

			Cleasby kept backing away. “What’s in the pack?” he whispered. 

			“Their tablet.” 

			“Well played,” he said under his breath. He looked around: the engine wasn’t blocking the entire tunnel,. So he supposed they could fall back past it. He raised his voice and shouted at the skinwalkers as they began to advance once more. “Come one step closer, and I’ll turn this thing to dust.” 

			The mob froze again, unsure what to do. A sudden, cold gust of wind, pushed the skinwalkers apart, creating a path for the man called Krueger between them. It struck Cleasby as almost surreal to see a normal man pass between the savage creatures. He stopped in their midst. 

			“This tribe has pushed my patience too far. You would let your past hold your future hostage?”

			But still the skinwalkers hesitated. They were obviously afraid of Krueger but torn by their desire to protect the stone. One of them let out a keening whine. 

			“Then I’ll do it myself.” Krueger pointed his spear at Novak’s chest. The skinwalkers hurried out of his way. 

			Without any conscious thought of the danger, Cleasby put his body between the spear and the ranger. It was pure reflex; he would have done the same for any of his soldiers. And Novak was part of his team now. 

			A blinding arc appeared between them. 

			The lightning blast that came from the spear made his storm glaive look like a toy. It was like being in the middle of a pillar of blue fire, brought down by forces beyond his wildest imaginings. It bore no resemblance to any fire, any electrical storm, any man-made charge he’d ever encountered. He’d been blasted before on many occasions, but it was nothing compared to this. There was so much energy washing over him that he could feel it in his blood. This was the pure fury of nature. 

			But electricity was still electricity, regardless of its source. Whether it came from Sebastian Nemo’s inventions or a druid summoning it from the sky, it wanted just one thing: to flow. When the energy was unable to leap into his flesh, it tore into the ground around him instead.

			“Run!” he shouted at Novak, but the ranger had already bolted. “Warn the others!” 

			When the skinwalkers lowered their claws from shielding their eyes from the glare, they saw Cleasby was still standing. But it was clear he wasn’t their concern—their collective gaze fixated on the pouch in his hand, which was still in one piece despite the attack. Many of the skinwalkers growled or muttered in their language—insulted that Krueger had endangered their precious tablet, Cleasby hoped. 

			Krueger glared at Cleasby, his anger growing. It was apparent by choosing to target Novak instead of Cleasby that the Stormlord had known the storm armor would be immune to electricity, but by throwing himself into the lightning’s path to save Novak—and surviving what should have been a killing blow—Cleasby had made the Stormlord look weak before the skinwalkers. He watched Krueger first contain his rage, at least for the moment, and then assess the reaction of the skinwalkers around him. 

			It’s just us now, Cleasby thought.

			“You think you’re immune to my power?” Krueger snarled at him. Glowing green runes appeared in the air around the druid as he floated up into the air. The dust at his feet whipped into a growing vortex around him, and his robes snapped wildly in the wind. “I’ll show you the true might of the Stormlord.” 

			The skinwalkers shrank from the terrifying arcane energy being gathered, and then looked fearfully back at their sacred stone in Cleasby’s possession. As Krueger’s power continued to gather, they finally seemed to grasp what was about to happen. They threw themselves in front of the druid and pleaded in their barbaric tongue. Krueger dismissed them without so much as a glance their way.

			“You had your chance,” he snapped. 

			They seemed to momentarily cow before his rejection, but Cleasby could see them feeding on one other’s fear and then their anger. They began to snarl, first in low tones, then with greater ferocity. Engulfed in his energy, Krueger seemed to see and hear none of it. And then one of the Skinwalker’s finally freed his anger to overwhelm his fear. The beast he lashed out. Sparks flew as its claws struck the floating druid’s robes. Unharmed but surprised, Krueger looked down at the tear in his clothing and his eyes filled with lightning. “How dare you?”

			For a moment, Cleasby couldn’t tell who had angered Krueger most: him, for blocking Krueger’s magic, or the skinwalker, for defying Krueger to protect the tablet. And Cleasby didn’t have any intention to stick around to find out. As he ran through the spilled coal, he heard a tremendous crash of thunder behind him. The unruly skinwalker screamed in agony. 

			Only the engine and the coal car had flipped in the accident. The passenger cars were still upright, but they’d all come off the rails and were haphazardly smashed against the walls. Luckily, the trains had slowed enough before impact that the sturdier passenger cars remained in one piece. He could only pray the injuries inside weren’t too severe. Not that it would matter if the druid electrocuted all the passengers any moment now anyway. 

			The lights on the train cars still functioned, so at least he could see as he picked his way among them. Thornbury looked out through a broken window of the first passenger car and he spied Cleasby. “What happened?” 

			“Danger. Back that way. Get the passengers moving toward the last car.” He saw Rains and Pangborn coming toward him. They looked to be in terrible shape and neither had their glaives. And for reasons to be discerned later, he noted Pangborn clutching a wrench with blood and hair stuck to it. Headhunter lumbered from the darkness behind Pangborn. From the look of the warjack, either it had been knocked off the train when they’d crashed and slid through the gravel on its chest for a hundred yards or it had been bruised and battered by a dozen skinwalkers. Or both. There wasn’t much paint left on it, and as it got closer, Cleasby was shocked to see that wires and tubes were dangling from the ’jack’s torn open sides. His sword arm was broken. One leg wouldn’t bend, and Headhunter was dragging it along in a trail of hydraulic fluid. 

			A few unarmed men and a broken ’jack were all he had left. 

			Flashes and bangs rose from the other side of the engine. A sharp wind flowed down the tunnel. Punishing the Skinwalkers had simply distracted Krueger; he was still coming for the Malcontents. 

			“Novak told us,” Rains shouted. “She said it was now or never, so we’re ready for ‘now.’ What do we do?” 

			Cleasby turned in a tight circle, taking in what little they had at their disposal. There were passenger cars filled with innocent people he’d put in harm’s way and piles of useless cargo spilled everywhere. He kicked aside broken boxes and shoved aside crates; no weapons, no revelatory packs of grenades. He grabbed a burlap sack from his feet, glancing inside. There wasn’t a lot he could accomplish armed with corn. And then he paused.

			He hadn’t known what was inside those sacks without looking…and neither would Krueger. 

			He could bluff. They could still win this. But they’d have to hurry.

			Cleasby broke out in a desperate sweat as he began to gather sacks. He called to the others. “Grab these sacks and throw them in a pile, right against those structural supports. All of you. Hurry it up.” 

			“We building a fort?” Pangborn did as he was told, but he seemed confused. “Grain don’t even make good sandbags.”

			“It’s blasting powder,” Cleasby corrected him. “Or at least we’re going to act like it’s blasting powder.” 

			Everyone—hopefully even druids and skinwalkers—knew blasting powder had two components, red and black. On their own they were safe, but as soon as the two mixed they would have an extremely violent alchemical reaction. Cleasby only hoped they could get around the skinwalkers’ sense of smell. “Rains, take my glaive. Stick it next to the sacks and look determined to blow us up.” 

			Cleasby could see the others grasped the gravity of the situation when even Headhunter picked up sacks with its good hand and dumped them on the pile. Given that the warjack had never been inclined to do anything that might get it mistaken for a laborjack, Cleasby appreciated Headhunter’s willingness to compromise its stance in light of their likely obliteration. 

			One last figure limped around the back of the cars: Acosta looked more battered than Cleasby had ever expected to see him The last he’d had seen of the Ordsman, he’d thought it was over; even Acosta had to have a match somewhere out there, waiting to bring him down. Yet somehow, he had survived, if barely. He looked as if he had just slithered out of death’s grasp. His armor was covered in hundreds of dents, and he stumbled as if he’d been badly staggered in the crash. He favored one leg, and as they close, Cleasby could see that one foot and ankle had been battered into a bloody mess. Still, Acosta grinned broadly, then winced as he stepped, then returned to his grin. At length, the Ordsman had to lean against the train car just to remain standing’ he didn’t seem troubled by the need at all. “I killed your friend, Caradoc, and learned a valuable lesson on balance and footing in the process.” 

			Thornbury climbed through the broken window and dropped into the dirt. He glanced at Acosta. “I see only the good die young. Sir, civilians are moving back to the last car. Allsop and the others will hold there.” He ran over to help, saw what the others were doing, and muttered something about how they were all going to die. 

			Cleasby pulled out the tablet and leaned it rather obviously directly against the glaive Rains had stuck into the sacks. There was movement by the engine. “All of you, get behind Headhunter. Let me do the talking.” He hoped there would be discussion and not just death. Cleasby stepped forward. “Here comes Krueger.” 

			“I can take him,” the badly wounded Acosta declared.

			The druid appeared in a crackling ball of electrical fire. With the sweep of his hand, a violent burst of wind shoved the locomotive out of his path. 

			“Disregard that,” Acosta said. “Proceed, Cleasby.” 

			The halo of deadly energy around the druid slowly dissipated. Skinwalkers rushed up behind him once more. Krueger’s approach slowed as he took in the scene: he saw Cleasby standing defiant on the tracks and Rains waiting behind him with a charged glaive stuck in the ground. While it was clear he didn’t understand how the components connected, he certainly understood something was afoot. 

			“Hold,” Krueger warned his skinwalkers. Then to Cleasby, he snarled, “What’s this supposed to be?”

			“An ultimatum,” Cleasby said. “Let us depart in peace, and my sergeant won’t blow us all to Urcaen. That’s a few hundred pounds of blasting powder. If the explosion doesn’t get all of you, I can assure you the resulting cave-in will.” He paused to look up at the ceiling. “I’m sure the wreck has already destabilized this tunnel. We’ll all be crushed flat.” 

			“Speak for yourself. I’ll survive,” Krueger said. Cleasby could only pray the druid was bluffing. “Stay your hand, soldier. For the moment, I still need these warriors.” 

			The Skinwalkers were spreading out, climbing on top of the twisted wreckage. He could see some of them were sniffing the air. Would the smells of the wreck—blood, smoke, burning coal—mask the smell of the sacks’ actual contents? More important, would it matter? Cleasby waited. There was not one other action he could imagine that would change the skills of the sniffing skinwalkers. 

			They halted, heads still lifted, nostrils flared, and glared around at one another. They knew, he was certain; they knew it was a bluff. Yet not a one of them said anything to Krueger.

			Krueger regarded Cleasby with cold intensity as he surveyed the passenger cars. “It is unlike a Cygnaran to be so willing to sacrifice so many innocent lives.”

			“Better they go my way quickly than to be torn apart slowly by these animals.” 

			There was a scrape of claws on metal from within the wreckage. Cleasby turned to see a skinwalker rise behind them and climb up a flatcar. From its battered and torn state, it had been in the train wreck as well. 

			“Greetings, next chief of the first tribe,” Krueger said to it. He nodded toward the sacks of grain. “What do your senses tell you, Ivor Haul?” 

			The skinwalker’s nose wrinkled, and then it said something in their guttural, unintelligible language. 

			Krueger gave Cleasby a look that suggested at least a shred of respect. “So you are willing to destroy us all. Well done, Cygnaran. Normally that kind of conviction is rare among your soft people.” 

			Cleasby wasn’t certain what the skinwalker hoped to gain by lying to the druid, but the others went along with it, and Cleasby wasn’t about to question it aloud. The only person who didn’t know the blasting powder didn’t exist was the one who was capable of crushing them like insects. 

			“Give us your word you’ll let us go, and you can have your tablet back.” He gestured at it, leaned against the glaive among the sacks. Those skinwalkers who’d not observed it previously made whining noises but caught themselves quickly enough.

			“It has no value to me,” Krueger said. A few of the skinwalkers growled, but Krueger gave them an annoyed look, and they lowered their heads again. “I acknowledge this tribe prizes it above all else. At this moment, I’d like to see this tribe punished for their disobedience, but in my mercy, I will allow their new chief to take the tablet with them.”

			Cleasby understood now why the skinwalker called Ivor Haul had lied. If Rains had pushed that firing stud, the contact blast would have destroyed the tablet. While Krueger didn’t care about the thing, he didn’t want to be blown to pieces or crushed beneath tons of falling rocks. That gave Cleasby a tiny flicker of hope that he might be able to pull off this desperate hoax.

			“I don’t know what your new chief wants,” he said, “but Caradoc was afraid I’d come back with an army. Nothing would make that more certain than hurting the innocents aboard this train.” 

			“There are no innocents here.” Krueger snorted. “There are already far more humans teeming Caen, especially in your sprawling cities, than is ideal. The loss of so few doesn’t matter. Your threat is meaningless, soldier. By the time your army gets here to investigate, this tribe will be gone. I have already made it so.”

			“Then why fight us? It’s not worth the risk to whatever it is you want just to clash with us. And who knows? We might get lucky.” 

			The druid mulled that over. “You are quite the schemer, aren’t you? It’s fortunate that I appreciate such things.” Krueger tilted his head to the side as he peered into the darkness of the tunnel. “Not everyone sees things in such a logical manner, though.” 

			A lone figure was slowly coming down the train tracks. It was a man, but as he got closer, Cleasby saw that all he was wearing was a shredded skinwalker loincloth. His body appeared to have been ripped and torn by shrapnel, and he was bleeding from hundreds of cuts and abrasions. His face was so bloody and battered that it took Cleasby a moment to realize who it was. 

			“My apologies, Cleasby,” Acosta said. “I thought I killed him.”

			Although he looked as if he should have been claimed by death multiple times already, Caradoc staggered past the alleged new skinwalker chief Ivor Haul, past Headhunter and the others, past Rains’ fake bomb, and finally stopped just a few feet from Cleasby. Up close, Cleasby could see the fall from the train had decimated Caradoc’s body with more violence than any man should ever endure. His scalp was torn open clear to the skull. Blood ran down his trembling arms. He seemed kept upright by sheer force of will, not because the organs in his body had held on after all the devastation they had been through. It was a marvel he could stand at all. 

			Caradoc ignored everyone else in the tunnel and spoke directly to Krueger. 

			“After all this, you’re just going to let them go, Stormlord?” His voice was as ragged as his appearance. 

			Krueger did not look at the walking corpse Caradoc had nearly become. “That is my decision to make. I’m still unsure what to do about your tribe’s insolence.”

			“You are wise, Stormlord. Whatever you decide will be for the best.” Caradoc’s voice made Cleasby think of a condemned man speaking his last words. The skinwalker then painfully shifted his weight to turn and address his tribe. “I have failed you all. Our mountain is lost because of my weakness. Take the tablet and learn. Learn what I did not. Learn what no one gathered here has yet discovered.” 

			“Once I am certain my people are safe, you have my word I will leave your tablet here, unharmed,” Cleasby vowed. 

			Caradoc turned toward him. “I accept your words, and I believe them. If it is to be the way, then we now must seal this oath with blood.”

			Krueger gave them both a cold smile; he seemed pleased with this development. “So, that’s how you plan for your death to be an example, Caradoc?” 

			Caradoc glanced back and looked Cleasby in the eye. Where there had been so much simmering anger before, Cleasby could only see resignation and sadness now. “A truce has been reached, so a sacrifice must be made,” the skinwalker said. 

			“I understand the importance of traditions to your tribe,” Krueger said. “Thus, I will allow it.” 

			“Allow what?” Cleasby asked. He felt a bristling at the back of his neck. Something was changing here.

			“A trial by combat,” Caradoc stated. “I have declared trespass and sounded the horn of war. It cannot end until a leader dies. There must be a duel between our two chiefs. In death, our words are final and sealed.” Caradoc leaned his mangled head in and whispered so Cleasby alone could hear him. “I will be dead soon, regardless of what happens. Let me die a warrior, not a prisoner. Take my life. I swear by the Beast of All Shapes that this is the only way to keep both of our tribes safe.” 

			Cleasby considered the skinwalker for a moment, glancing between him, his tribe, and the powerful Stormlord. Caradoc had assumed again the stance of a enemy combatant, but Cleasby could now see him as a bold leader—one about to sacrifice himself for his people. “Leadership is a heavy thing.” 

			“Cleasby, no! You are no match for him.” Acosta shouted. The Ordsman could barely walk at this point, but it didn’t stop him from turning on Krueger. “Let me serve as his champion!” 

			“No,” Krueger said emphatically. “It must be chief against chief.” 

			“But I am chief now!” the skinwalker Ivor Haul roared. He leaped down from the wreckage and landed in the gravel. His muscles twisted and his jaws receded as he regained the visage of a man. “This is my challenge. My vengeance!”

			Caradoc glared at the skinwalker, his own jaws clenched. Cleasby was certain Caradoc had intended to die to satisfy some law or tradition, but the new chief was clearly out for blood. Caradoc looked to Krueger, who motioned for him to step aside. “Your chief has spoken, Andras Caradoc. He has claimed this honor for himself.”

			“Ivor will surely kill you, but you can die knowing that your blood will seal this truce.” Caradoc hissed to Cleasby before stepping back. 

			“Do you still accept this ritual challenge, soldier?” 

			The druid let the question hang. Cleasby looked around. 

			Just a few days before, he had been planning for his future. His dreams and aspirations had been weighed against his commitment to the kingdom, and the kingdom had lost the debate. But now, here in the dark and surrounded by enemies, being a soldier wasn’t about the kingdom. It was about his brothers. He was a Storm Knight officer, and that meant he was willing to die so that his men might live. 

			“I do.” 

			Ivor immediately took Caradoc’s place, pushing past his elder. The hairy skin over the young chief’s face was slowly revealing the man beneath. The speed with which the beasts could transform was simultaneously astounding, hideous, and fascinating to Cleasby. He wondered if he’d have time to consider it again later. 

			“For Betrys,” Ivor spat.

			“I don’t even know who that is,” Cleasby said. His words only seemed to enrage the new chief even more. Very well. “If she threatened my people, then she deserved whatever she got.” 

			Without prompting, several of the skinwalkers drew their daggers and tossed them into the gravel between Cleasby and Ivor. 

			Krueger crossed his arms. “Choose your weapon.” 

			“This isn’t some Corvis dueling school, Cleasby.” Acosta sounded desperate. “He really will kill you.” 

			Cleasby looked down at the scattering of blades at his feet. Acosta had said so himself: Cleasby was incapable of not putting the needs of others ahead of his own. Here he was, willing to die the same way he had lived. He looked to his Malcontents and gave them a sad smile. 

			“Save whoever you can,” he said. “Get them home safe.”

			“Choose your weapon,” Krueger snapped again. 

			Ivor bent down and picked up a long, wickedly curved dagger. He spun it smoothly in his bloodstained hands, dancing it between his fingers, flipping it through the air and effortlessly catching it again. The Skinwalker was confident. 

			“He shows off,” Acosta called encouragingly.

			Bloody hell. Cleasby looked back down at the blades. Acosta was right about another thing. This wasn’t a dueling exam. Nor was Cleasby some barbarian warrior with a blood debt. He was a scholar and a Storm Knight from the most technologically advanced society in the history of the world, one who had been trained by an officer who would break any rule to win… 

			He wondered what Madigan would have done.

			“Any weapon?” he asked.

			“Yes,” Krueger said. The Stormlord grew impatient. “Any weapon.” 

			 “Very well.” Cleasby looked back toward the Malcontents. “Headhunter.” The warjack perked up. 

			Cleasby pointed at Ivor. “Get him.” 

			Surprised, Ivor turned toward the warjack just in time for a giant steel fist to smash into the upper-half of his body. The incredibly powerful blow smashed him into the gravel. Headhunter drew his arm back and struck again, pulverizing the skinwalker and shattering bones; Cleasby could hear them crack. The next two blows drove Ivor’s body deeper into the ground as if the warjack were attempting to kill and bury the skinwalker at the same time. With the next attack, Headhunter was punching straight down into a bloody hole—Ivor was no longer visible. The warjack’s knuckles came back dripping red. 

			“That’s enough,” Cleasby ordered.

			The narrow yellow vision slits regarded Cleasby for a moment. Headhunter smashed his fist into the depression one last time, just to prove a point, before retreating from newly created grave. 

			There were howls of outrage from several of the skinwalkers, but they didn’t dare move. Krueger stared at the warjack for a long time before he spoke. “That was unexpected.” 

			Cleasby moved to the edge of the hole as Headhunter backed away. No one could say Headhunter wasn’t a weapon and an effective one at that—Ivor’s body had been nearly obliterated. As far as Cleasby was concerned, that was what he deserved for bringing a knife to a ’jack fight. Cleasby looked at the druid and asked, “Are we done then?”

			“A chief is dead. The agreement has been bound in blood,” Krueger muttered, though he seemed disappointed he’d not been able to see Cleasby be murdered. “It is done.” 

			Not knowing what else to do, Cleasby gave a small bow, as if the druid were a low-ranking noble. It seemed the polite thing to do. “Thank you, Stormlord.” 

			“Spare me your pleasantries. Flee back to the cities where you belong, Cygnaran, and huddle there, afraid for your future. You do not belong here, now or ever.” Krueger turned to the skinwalkers. “Gather your dead and meet at the stones. You can mourn your mountain when my mission is finished.” 

			“Stormlord, wait.” Caradoc had watched the duel in thunderstruck silence. Now he’d found his voice again. “What of me?” 

			The druid’s eyes narrowed. “You did not really think you would die that easily?”

			“If I must abandon our mountain, I have nothing left to live for.” 

			“Then that will be your punishment. My army needs its skinwalkers, and those skinwalkers need someone to lead them into battle now. Until now, I thought that I had that function filled.” Krueger scowled at the bloody hole. “You may yet have the opportunity to die in battle. Or you may die once I think you’ve suffered enough or I find someone better to replace you.” Krueger propped his spear over his shoulder and walked away without another word. 

			As the other skinwalkers slowly left the tunnel, Caradoc remained behind. Cleasby and the Malcontents stood prepared in case of duplicity on the part of the Stormlord or the skinwalkers serving him. Acosta seemed both the least likely to survive another battle and the one most eager to engage in one. But the enemy moved on, all save Caradoc. He glared at Cleasby.

			“This is your doing,” he said. “You should have left us be. Now we will be banished. I don’t know where we’ll go, but if I ever see you there, I will kill you for what you’ve done.” 

			Cleasby shook his head. “Then I truly hope that day never comes, Caradoc.” 

			“I only wanted to protect my people.” 

			“And we just wanted to study the past, not destroy it.” 

			“Too late,” the skinwalker said as he limped away. 
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			Two Weeks Later 
Ironhead Station 

			 

			Just after Baron Casner Rathleagh had sent away his servants and sat down to enjoy his dinner in his opulent dining room, a battered tricorn hat landed on the table in front of him. As the baron stared at Lambert Sayre’s hat, a forkful of steak suspended before his slack jaw, Savio Montero Acosta pulled out a chair and sat down next to him.

			“Hello, baron. That smells delicious.” 

			Rathleagh slowly returned his fork to the plate. He suspected it would be wise not to make any sudden movements. “How’d you get in here?” he asked. 

			“That should be obvious.” Acosta spread his arms wide to display his attire—he was dressed as one of the household servants. “I do not always lumber about in a suit of armor with a pair of glowing swords. I worked up to that.” 

			He reached over and picked up the Baron’s steak knife, turning it. “Interestingly, the first man I ever killed was with a knife far duller than this one. I was six. Good times.”

			Rathleagh swallowed hard. He might have been a mighty arcanist, but there wasn’t much a man could hope to accomplish with someone like Acosta already within conversational distance. He took a moment to reflect how strange it was that a relationship could change so much when two men were not separated by bars. There was far more humility in the baron’s voice now. “I kept my part of the bargain.” 

			“No. You sent gunmen to spy on me.” Acosta poked at Sayre’s hat with the steak knife. Rathleagh could see dried bloodstains on the fabric. “It did not end well for them.” 

			“My apologies, Ordsman.” Rathleagh knew Acosta could cut his throat in the blink of an eye, but it was not the first time he’d faced danger in his pursuit of power. He kept his composure. “Despite that, my original offer stands. Did you retrieve the artifact?” 

			“I did but briefly. Despite your lack of trust, I still intended to give it to you. Then a friend made a vow. Because of his promise, I had to leave it behind.” Acosta seemed to be momentarily lost in thought. He shook himself. “A long story. Suffice to say an honorable man changed our understanding for us. The only part that truly matters to you is knowing that our agreement is now void.”

			“That’s not how—” 

			Acosta spun the knife and jammed it into the table next to Rathleagh’s hand. The baron flinched. The knife stuck in the wood, vibrating. “My visit is a courtesy to avoid misunderstandings that may cause future unpleasantness between us.” 

			“What do you mean?” 

			“If you send anyone to kill me, be sure they are worth my time.” 

			Acosta pushed his chair away from the table and had already turned to walk back across the dining room before Rathleagh spoke. “Wait.” 

			He knew he should be afraid of Acosta coming back and killing him, but he was still a baron, and barons could not tolerate being betrayed without at least some token protest. “I heard the reports when the expedition got back, about how resilient those forest creatures were. Imagine what I could have done with such magical knowledge. Imagine what you could do with it.”

			“I thought about it. I could combine such savage might with my own skills and become the greatest warrior in Caen. I would have all I need to demonstrate my greater to my Lady.” 

			Rathleagh smiled. This was a man he could work with after all. “So, what stops us from taking what we want from those creatures?”

			 Acosta smiled back. “That would be cheating.” 

			Caspia 

			“Lieutenant Kelvan Cleasby, reporting as ordered.” 

			“None of that nonsense now,” Baron Wynn said as he got up from his desk. “Come here, my boy.” He engulfed Cleasby in an awkward hug. 

			Cleasby stood there uncomfortably as he looked around the cluttered office, unused to being hugged by noblemen. Then he patted the professor on the back. “Thank you, your Lordship.” 

			The professor stepped back but continued to hold Cleasby at arm’s length with one hand on each shoulder. The man looked like he was about to cry. In fact, Cleasby suspected the professor might have actually shed fresh tears on Cleasby’s seldom-worn dress uniform. Baron Wynn was truly overcome by emotion. 

			“You did it, Cleasby. You got us out of there. I don’t think I’ve ever been so happy as when we had climbed out of that stinking mine. Most of my people are alive because of you. Please, sit. Can I get you anything to drink?”

			“I’m fine.” Cleasby pulled up a chair as the professor braced himself on the edge of his desk. The old man grabbed two glasses and a half-empty bottle and poured a shot for Cleasby anyway. “It sounds as if all is well for you, sir.” 

			“Better.” The professor handed the glass to Cleasby. “We’ll to be translating the rubbings we gathered for years. In time, they will revolutionize our understanding of ancient history.”

			While that was good news, Cleasby thought about the ruins being dug through, and it made him a little melancholy. “Well, I’m glad it worked out for you.” 

			It was clear the professor knew what he was thinking. “But the cost was too damned high. And I know I made mistakes. Those will haunt me for the rest of my life.” 

			“The hardest thing isn’t making the decision; it’s dealing with it afterward.” For just a moment, they weren’t nobleman and soldier but just two men who had made tough calls. Cleasby held up his glass. “To Pickett.” 

			“To Pickett.” The professor downed his drink in one gulp. Cleasby gagged on the potent mix as it tried to burn a hole in his esophagus. He’d never been much of a drinker. 

			“I’ve no doubt the young man would have made a fine adventurer. He’d want us to proceed with the work. You know, the best officer I’ve ever known told me that during a battle, it does no good to dwell on what got you there; it only matters what you do next.”

			“That advice sounds familiar, but I was told that same thing by an officer who actually had a clue what he was talking about.” Cleasby wasn’t sure what Sir Madigan would have done differently, but he had no doubt the knight would have been damned proud of his Malcontents. 

			“So… The reason you’re here. Have you given any thought to my offer?” The professor slapped his knees in excitement. “Professor Cleasby?” 

			“The offer was for an adjunct professor position, your Lordship.” 

			“Titles! Regardless, you’re a hero in these halls. You’d have an office. You’d have to share it, and there are no windows, but just the same, an office you’ll rarely be in. We both know the Royal University will put a man like you to work in the field. Just think of what we could accomplish. ” As the professor spoke, he finally realized Cleasby’s expression hadn’t changed. He paused. Then, “You’re not going to do it, are you?”

			“No, sir.” 

			Wynn blinked as if he didn’t believe what the man before him had just said. “You’re turning us down? You didn’t resign your commission after all?” 

			Cleasby had, in fact, signed the papers this morning. “I’m sorry, your Lordship. The Royal University will get along fine without me.” 

			“And the Malcontents won’t?” 

			“If I’m away too long, they tend cause trouble. Set fires. That sort of thing.” Cleasby grinned. “Sorry, sir, but I think they need me more.” 

			“I understand your decision.” Gathering himself, Baron Wynn extended his hand; Cleasby was glad to shake on it. “These are dangerous times. The kingdom needs men like you.”

			“I appreciate that, sir. Now if you’ll excuse me, we just received new orders. Sixth Platoon is shipping out next week, and I still need to figure out where to get a giant beast head stuffed and mounted for our warjack’s wall.” 

			After Cleasby said his goodbyes to the professor, he wound his way through the Royal University’s hallways. All those books called to him, but he’d get to them someday, maybe, once the kingdom had no more use for him. Until then, he would serve his men and his country. As he walked down the marble steps into the crowded streets of a city that he’d once helped save, Cleasby was surprised to see a familiar face waiting for him. 

			“Good morning, corporal.” 

			“Lieutenant Cleasby.” Novak looked remarkably different out of uniform. He had to admit that it was a little odd seeing the Ranger in a dress rather than a camouflaged cloak. But this was nice, too. “Rains told me I might catch up with you here.” 

			After reporting her patrol’s findings, she’d been sent back to Caspia, and she and Cleasby had traveled together. Though he’d not say as much to the other Malcontents, he’d rather enjoyed their conversations. “How did yesterday’s briefing with the Scout General go?” 

			“Hypothetically speaking, if such a meeting did occur, I’m sure it would all be kept very secret by the CRS.” She had a lovely smile, even one meant to be a bit dismissive. “You know how it is.”

			“Indeed.” That was the Reconnaissance Service for you. “So, what brings you here?” 

			“I’ve never been to Caspia before, and I’ve been given a few days leave before my next assignment. I thought it would be wonderful to have a gentleman give me a proper tour of the place.” She gave him her hand. 

			Cleasby took it. 

			The kingdom could wait a little while longer. 
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