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ONE

Paarl’s Hollow

On the day before he died, Rogo the Dervish—killer, traitor, outlaw—woke up in his own bed, went to his window, and stared out over a world he had no idea he was about to be buried in.

Or so I’ve been told.

There aren’t many stories about that day, despite the carnage that occurred. Meet the right drunk with the right drink and you might hear a tale or the first remnants of a song that never got finished: a verse about the Compass Beast that flattened the town of Paarl’s Hollow beneath its feet, a limerick about the marauder Dread Niri and the vengeance she wreaked, maybe even a rhyme about the people who made all that happen.

About Rogo the Dervish himself, the man who started running from his past and thought he got away, there’s not much that’s been said.

But, on nights when I’m not too drunk to do so, I wonder…

I wonder if he got up that morning feeling like I do. I wonder if he had to take a moment to remember he wasn’t in a war, but in his own bed. I wonder if he took another moment to fight back the ache of his scars and wounds that had set in over the long sleep. I wonder if he got up and walked to his window and stared outside and said…

“Ah, fuck.”

Quietly, of course. Rogo had rarely cussed during his deployment in the Imperial legions, preferring instead to equate holding on to his civility with holding on to his humanity. But still, even with as much suffering and strife as that man had seen—much of it by his own hand—some news was just so bad that not cussing about it would be wholly inappropriate, like calling a work of art “just okay.”

Some news was so bad as to transcend coincidence and feel like the divine hand of destiny itself had carefully molded it to slam it directly into your asshole.

Like the kind that announced itself that day.

He saw the dust first, the great plume of brown earth staining the blue horizon, so vast as to choke out sight of the distant forest that had quietly greeted his view every morning for the past three years.

That was bad, he knew.

The beast’s massive stride kicked up earth with every step it took, creation itself shuddering under its colossal feet. For the dirt cloud to be this big—big enough to obscure the forest, big enough to hide even the beast—it had to be moving quickly.

But how quickly? Rogo wondered. How far had the thing come since it had woken up two weeks ago? How close was it?

Fortunately, the thing was kind enough to tell him.

The roar came next. Not a savage bellow, nor a ferocious snarl, nor a triumphant shriek. The sound that came out of that cloud was beyond such pretensions. The deep and resonant noise that it made sounded less like an animal and more like a mountainside settling, the ancient sound of something so huge it tracks its movements by centuries rather than miles called out to the world.

And the world responded.

Rogo’s house began to shake violently. The floorboards trembled under his feet and the planks shook on their foundation. The washbasin fell off his vanity and spilled onto the floor of his bedroom. The windowpane rattled so fiercely in its frame that it cracked. The cacophonous shaking lasted for a few moments before settling, leaving an eerie silence in its wake.

The screams that followed were the second worst sounds he’d hear that day.

Panic, terror, naked calls to gods that didn’t exist and bargains made with a fate that wouldn’t honor them—Rogo hated the sound of fear, hated seeing people broken down into their base, vulgar elements. It was the reason he had left the Imperium.

One of them, anyway.

But he couldn’t hold it against them. Panic, after all, was the recommended course of action that followed the awakening of a Compass Beast, even if your town wasn’t unlucky enough to be directly in the path of whatever force compelled it to march.

And while no township in the Scar can really be called “lucky,” it turns out that Paarl’s Hollow was unluckier than most.

Still, Rogo did not curse. Did not pray. Did not regret or loot or weep, as so many others had done. He did not hold their weakness against them—nuls, after all, could not be blamed for being nuls. But he was made of sterner stuff than that. Sterner stuff that other people relied on. People he could not fail.

And besides, Compass Beast or no, there were books to make.

And so Rogo closed the shutters of his window. He groomed himself—washed his face, shaved the stubble that had cropped up on his face and shorn pate. He dressed himself—a modest long-sleeved white shirt, breeches and boots, complemented by the thin frames of the circular glasses he wore. He took one last look at himself in the mirror to make certain he didn’t recognize himself, and then he went downstairs.

His shop, I would later learn, was one of two joys he held after he had disappeared. Its sounds were comforting to him, its routines a pleasure to visit each day when he came downstairs. The sounds of the printing presses—his printing presses of oiled machinery busily rising and falling, of plates being arranged and rearranged, of inkwells clinking were the greatest chorus he could imagine, topped only by…

“Mister Lowhill.”

Usually there wasn’t quite so much fear in Teria’s voice when she greeted him each day. But these were difficult times.

“Teria.” Rogo greeted the girl—her clothes stained by ink and her face wearing panic plainly—as he always did, with a smile and an offer. “Did you have coffee yet? Would you like some?”

“What? No!” She snapped, then looked sheepish. “Er, I mean, no thank you, Mister Lowhill. I don’t think coffee would be appropriate for… for…”

“I see. I’ll make extra, in case you change your mind.” Rogo glanced to a pile of books, freshly printed and bound, stacked neatly in the corner. “It looks like there’s… what, ten books missing from that order?”

“Er, I guess, but sir, Mister Lowhill, the Compass Beast…” She began breathing heavily. “They say it’ll be here soon, sir. My sister and her husband have already fled. It’s just my mother and me here and we have to… we’ve got to… I’m sorry, but I have to—”

Rogo calmed her as he always had. He laid a hand on her shoulder, smiled, and nodded gently.

“It’ll be fine,” he said. “Finish up that order and please go be with your family.” He produced a small pouch from his belt, jingling with metal, and handed it to her. “Here is your pay for the week, with a little extra. Please hold on to it.”

“I…” She swallowed her despair long enough to pocket the money. “Thank you, Mister Lowhill. But sir, won’t you and Virian come with us? I don’t like the idea of leaving you behind.”

He chuckled. “I appreciate your concern. But please, don’t worry about me.” He glanced to the other end of the shop. “I expect Olio will need my help, after all.”

It had taken a lot of scrimping, saving, and at least one argument, but the day he had gotten his second printing press was the third greatest day of his life. Twice as many books made, twice as many orders filled, twice as much coin to be made.

Olio, tall and lean and dealing with teenage awkwardness that continued to haunt him into his adulthood, was feverishly working at the press, producing page after page. He expected that was less to do with fervent work ethic and more to keep his mind off the impending arrival of the Beast, but Rogo didn’t mind.

He would be as safe as Teria. He vowed to himself to make that so.

He watched the two of them return to their work, acquiring the last pages to fulfill their order, as he went to begin crating up the books to be sent off. A finely oiled machine, he admired, with everyone satisfied in their roles: Teria and Olio to work the presses, himself to crate and keep track of the order, and the bindings of the books…

Rogo’s eyes drifted to the empty bookbinding station, to the chair that should have had a young lady with fingers sticky with glue upon it. And for the first time that morning, Rogo felt a surge of fear crawl up his spine.

“Where is Virian?” he asked.

“She…” Olio paused, swallowed fear. “She went outside a few minutes ago, sir. They… they found another pair of peacekeepers dead today, sir. The outlaws are getting closer.”

That fear, the fear he had met once in a dark room and had been taking the long roads ever since to try to avoid, reached the top of his spine. It crawled into his mouth and coiled around his tongue. His eyes drifted to the door of his shop, to the narrow windowpane through which he saw the blurry images of a struggle.

He couldn’t speak—to speak would let that fear out. He couldn’t look away—to look away would let that fear escape and find some new corner to curl up in. Rogo the Dervish, his heart in his mouth and the little pain at the back of his head that all people who can’t stop making mistakes feel, took a deep breath.

And walked to the door.

“Sir! SIR!” Olio—or Teria? Both of them appeared at his sides. “Mister Lowhill, please! I tried to tell Virian, those outlaws are insane. They aren’t just after metal, Mister Lowhill!”

“I appreciate your concern, but I assure you there is no great difference between thugs, no matter what they claim.” He placed his hand upon the doorknob. “Nor does it matter what they seek. I will speak to them.”

“Sir, I can’t let you do that.” Olio this time—they sounded similar, but Olio always was the one who wanted to sound stronger than he was. He reached out and placed his hand on Rogo’s shoulder. “Those outlaws are going to kill—”

“Remove your hand from my shoulder.”

Rogo’s voice lowered a single octave. Nothing more. No snarl, no threat, nothing like that. He merely made his voice a little deeper. He didn’t need to do anything else. The hole his voice dug was filled with the promise of violence.

Olio felt it. In the muscle beneath Rogo’s shirt. In the weakness of his own fingers. In the quaking of his heart as he reached the same fear that everyone who mistakes soft-spokenness for weakness does. The fear, the realization, that Mister Lowhill, who always paid him extra on holidays and gave him a week off to stay with his sick husband, was both extremely capable and extremely willing of hurting him in ways he couldn’t begin to imagine.

Rogo looked over his shoulder, smiled softly. “Please.”

And Olio did. And raised his hand never again in that store.

Rogo pushed his door open and stepped out into the streets of Paarl’s Hollow. The fear greeted him there.

People ran through the streets, carrying whatever burdens they could manage to carry and couldn’t bear to be apart from—heirlooms to be hawked later, friends and family who couldn’t walk, at least one case of a large, hairy cat, duly unimpressed with all the panic going on around it. People were loading into their neighbors’ wagons, hitching rides on their neighbors’ birds, helping their neighbors collect what they’d dropped in their panic.

Like the clock that rolled across the dusty street and came to a stop against his shoe.

“Mister Lowhill!” A voice shouted, a hurried body followed. Mister Rathaxes came rushing up, sweat caught in the wrinkles of his face and voice breathless. “You’re still here!”

“Mister Rathaxes.” Rogo plucked up the clock, dusted it off. “This is a fine clock. From Lastlight, I believe?” He checked the mark of it, nodded to himself, handed it back to the man. “You would not want to lose this.”

“Forget the clock,” Mister Rathaxes said. “I can get more clocks. I can leave this clock behind. There’s still room in my wagon, Mister Lowhill. Grab your daughter and join me. We’ve got to get out of here before—”

The roads shook under their feet. Windows of the local houses cracked. From somewhere far away, the Compass Beast bellowed, fertile soil for a thousand terrified screams to follow in its wake.

“I will leave in my own time, Mister Rathaxes.” Rogo smiled and pressed his hand to the man’s. “Do not be concerned.”

“Not be concerned?” Mister Rathaxes screamed after him as he began to walk off. “Are you fucking insane, Mister Lowhill? A monster the size of a city is coming! And the outlaws are already—hey, come back here! Lowhill! Lowhill! RODAYA, COME BACK!”

Rogo didn’t. But he appreciated the concern. Paarl’s Hollow had always been a friendly township. Even in the throes of terror, it greeted Rogo as warmly now as it had when he had arrived those years ago.

They had taken him, bloodied and weary from fear, and asked him no questions. They’d given him food, company, and as much of either as he needed until his shop was ready for business. He’d always felt like he would never be able to truly repay them.

And always had hoped a day when he would, a day like this, would never come.

“Are you fuckers blind?”

In the middle of the street, the people surrounded the small pile of their belongings that the outlaw currently stood upon.

Rogo could see why this one had been chosen to be sent as an emissary. He was big—bigger than most of the outlaws he’d seen in the Scar, certainly bigger than anyone in Paarl’s Hollow and almost big enough to be waving around that gigantic sword. The rough hides and piecemeal armor he wore were tarnished with white powder, a match for the chalk that had painted his face in the visage of a ghastly skull. But even the grisly makeup couldn’t conceal the anger in his snarl as he swung a blood-slick weapon around.

That, at least, answered how he had gotten in here without the peacekeepers stopping him.

“Do you not see how this ends? Or are you not fucking seeing this now?” The outlaw threw his big arms out toward the distant dust cloud. “The Compass Beast will be here in two days. Maybe sooner. And when it does, it’ll grind your shitty little houses to dust with everything inside them.”

“How’s that going to happen when you’re trying to steal all our shit?” a disgruntled townsperson snarled, then promptly looked away when the outlaw glanced in his direction.

“The payment demanded by the great one is mercy,” he growled over the populace. “Leave your shit. Your metal. Flee into the hills. You’ll have walked away with more than we did.”

“You mean your thug friends?” another anonymous hero shouted.

“The Children of the Dead are not thugs,” he roared in response. “Would thugs extend mercy to you? Would thugs ask for only half your debt in payment? Would thugs deliver you from the death you so richly deserve? Thugs wouldn’t. But Dread Niri would. And she will.”

“Fuck you!”

“No warlord has ever delivered anything except a messy death!”

“You’re nothing but thieves!”

The outlaw grinned broadly at the abuse they hurled at him, knowing as well as they did that they weren’t fighters. Too good for that, they had never learned how. They could do nothing but hurl curses.

“Your impotent screams are proof enough,” the outlaw scoffed, “you can do nothing except—OW! Fuck, who threw that?”

Correction. Most of them could do nothing but hurl curses.

Someone, at least, had been smart enough to bring an empty bottle.

The outlaw, rubbing the red spot where the bottle had struck him, glared out over the crowd for the fool who dared to challenge him. He didn’t have to wait.

She stepped up to be heard.

Virian had always been one of those people who thought she was much larger than she was. Tall, she might have been, but still so painfully slender, still so proper in how she tied up her brown hair in a bow, still so gentle in her face. Even the long scar that marked her from jaw to brow couldn’t diminish that gentleness.

And in her eyes, still so, so angry.

“I did.” Virian narrowed her eyes, spat the next word. “Grylla.”

The snarl on the young outlaw’s face became its own war paint: broader, crueler, angrier. Rogo, I like to think, realized who his daughter was talking to at that moment.

Was this young man waving a sword around truly Grylla? Big Grylla who had unloaded shipments of ink and blushed whenever Virian looked his way? What had happened to him? When had he gotten so big?

He didn’t know. Virian didn’t, either. Only one of them cared.

“And I’ll do worse next time, to you and your fucking mistress, if you don’t get the fuck out of Paarl’s Hollow,” she snapped, “and go back to Lucid Thought.”

“Lucid Thought is gone,” Grylla replied. “The fields are gone. The houses are gone. The people are gone. Everyone died there. Including me.”

“Then go back to your fucking grave. We don’t need you here.”

She looked to the townsfolk for support. The townsfolk looked at their feet for their lives. And when she looked back up, the outlaw had descended his small pile of treasures and approached her with the kind of grin only vile men wear.

The kind that Rogo had seen far too often.

“Why do you stand with them, sister?” Grylla asked, his eyes drifting to the long scar across Virian’s face. “These mewling fools who huddle behind their walls and their guards and leave everyone else to die? You belong with us, Virian, with the Children of the Dead.”

Rogo’s heart froze as he looked at Virian. Just like it froze whenever someone noticed her scar. Whenever someone mentioned her old town.

There was a time when even a mention of it was enough to make her break down in tears. But that was a long time ago. These were angrier times.

“A gang,” Virian corrected, meeting his snarl with her own glower. “Just another fucking gang. Your leader isn’t a prophet, you’re not a soldier, this isn’t a mission. You’re just another pack of beasts sniffing for scraps.”

“It started that way, I admit,” Grylla replied. “But I’ll tell you what she told me.” He swept his hand out over the crowd. “When the steel comes out and the blood starts spilling, are you really ready to find out if they’ll choose you…” He glanced at a nearby merchant, who looked away. “Over their comfortable beds and nice shoes?”

Virian grimaced at that. How could she not?

“Lucky you’ve got someone smarter than you to give you words, then, because I know you’re too fucking dumb to come up with that on your own.” She sneered. “How great can this cause of yours be if you show up to terrorize people trying to escape a Compass Beast?”

“Huh. That’s a pretty good question.” The outlaw scratched his chin briefly with the tip of his sword before shrugging. “But Niri told me that it’s never smart to ask her questions, either.” He drew his blade back. “Too bad, huh?”

Virian was a smart girl, I was told. Had been ever since they’d met. So she knew how this was going to end and there was no reason for her to look so shocked when the outlaw raised his blade, aimed for her throat, and swung.

But, like so many people who grow up with a bad deal, Virian was also a good person. Good people are rare, rarer still in the Scar, for precisely this reason. Good people, even smart ones, are never as quick as bad ones. Some big asshole with a big sword is never going to worry about what he’s doing beyond the fact that it makes him feel even bigger to hurt people.

Good people—people like Virian Lowhill—can never think quick enough to get ahead of people so awful.

Good people did what she did on that dark day.

She closed her eyes, spread her arms out in front of the townspeople, and waited for the blow to hit.

She told herself she was ready for death, I heard. But every good person says that—it’s the lie they always tell themselves. And while no one in Paarl’s Hollow was ready for death, they probably all expected it.

What they didn’t expect—what they couldn’t possibly expect—was finding out their neighbor was a killer.

Not until they all saw the man leap out of the crowd, until Virian opened her eyes and beheld the outlaw’s meaty wrist held effortlessly in place by a hand stained by ink that never quite washed away.

She didn’t know what to say when she saw it. No one did. After all…

How are you supposed to react to seeing a man as kindly and quiet as Mister Lowhill standing in front of a bloodthirsty outlaw carrying a sword as big as him… and winning?

Rogo shoved the outlaw away, the brute looking as astonished as everyone else present.

“Mister…” Grylla gasped. “Mister Lowhill?”

He went rigid as Rogo leaned in and whispered harshly.

“You do not want this fight,” he said. “You do not want this town. Go to the woman you serve and tell her what I have just told you. Leave Paarl’s Hollow in peace. Find another town.”

I didn’t know the outlaw that Niri sent, but I heard he wasn’t that bright. Which made sense, since he bit the terror on his face down behind a snarl and leaned in to tower over Rogo and growled.

“I don’t just want the fight,” he replied. “I want the town. I want the people. I want everything you miserable little shits ever deluded yourselves into thinking people like me couldn’t take. I want it. I’m going to take it.” He held his blade up again. “And I’m going to start with your head.”

Rogo held his gaze for a moment. Every townsperson there watched him, waiting for his response, waiting to see if they were going to have to bury their neighbor before this day was up.

And when he stepped back, stood perfectly still, and closed his eyes, they weren’t sure what to think. I don’t blame them.

They couldn’t hear the Lady Merchant’s song.

The outlaw drew his sword back, aiming for Rogo’s throat and grinning, pleased that he wasn’t even going to try dodging. He didn’t notice someone approaching behind him. Not until another hand seized his wrist.

“Who the fuck—”

He growled as he turned to see. And both the anger and the fear fell off his face. He had no idea how to react to what he saw. No one did.

There, holding the outlaw’s wrist, was Rogo the Dervish.

The outlaw blinked, glanced back to the man he was about to kill. There, watching expectantly, was also Rogo the Dervish. And when the outlaw looked back to the man behind him and, from his left, an elbow caught him square in the jaw with a sickening crack…

Well, that was also Rogo the Dervish.

The blow hammered him so hard he dropped his blade. Rogo the Dervish plucked it up, tossed it aside. The outlaw cried out, made a grab for it. Rogo the Dervish caught his wrist, brought his fist down upon his elbow, shattered it with a shout and a crunching sound. He shoved the outlaw back into Rogo the Dervish, who jammed a fist into his spine even as Rogo the Dervish delivered six punches to his kidneys while Rogo the Dervish hammered his face with relentless blows.

You’d have thought there’d be screaming from someone other than the outlaw. Maybe there was and I just didn’t hear about it. But from what I heard, on that day, every last person in Paarl’s Hollow, including Virian, stood in stunned silence and watched six individual Rogo the Dervishes beat the shit out of a very large man.

The flurry of feet and fists lasted for countless bone-crunching seconds before the Rogos, apparently satisfied, stepped aside. In orderly unison, all of them stepped back and folded their hands behind their back. The outlaw, his face a twisted mass of blood and broken noses, stared up through the one functioning eye they’d left him and tried to speak through a mouthful of broken teeth.

“The Dervish” is a popular name in the Scar. So much so that every three months or so, another thug with a better than average vocabulary and something to prove picks it up and wears it until another Dervish comes and seals their claim on the title.

“Mage,” he gasped. “You’re a mage. You’re a fucking Vagrant!”

Rogo, all the Rogos, were the only ones who could hold onto it.

The Rogos didn’t reply. There was no need. Anyone with even a hint of magical talent would have known a Mirrormage when they saw one. And now, everyone in Paarl’s Hollow knew one, too.

“I’ll tell her…” The outlaw gasped, body shaking as he struggled to get back to his feet. “I’ll tell her… I’ll tell them all… I’ll—”

“You will not.” Rogo stared down at the outlaw through six different sets of eyes, none of them moved by the blood staining the street or the echo of broken bones that lingered like a memory in the air. But only one of them stepped forward. “It is clear that words will not suffice to send a message.”

He raised one leg high into the air, perpendicular with his body. His heel, slick with the outlaw’s blood, hung there.

“Your body, however, will.”

And then, came down.

Before the outlaw could beg, before anyone could scream, before Virian could stop her father. Rogo’s foot came down too swift to see, let alone stop. What meager reaction followed was drowned out by the sound of something thick cracking.

And then the outlaw went silent.

A great dent staving in his skull.

And he did not move.

What happened after that is rather bare, from what I’ve heard. Rogo—just one of them—rolled down his sleeves, buttoned his cuffs, removed his glasses and cleaned a spatter of red from their lenses.

But I think that he did more than that. I think that Rogo the Dervish, the Mirrormage who had marched for the Imperium, who had marched for the Crown Conspiracy that sought to overthrow that Imperium, who had marched over the corpses of all the people he’d killed to reach both of those goals, looked down at the body of that outlaw whose name he’d never known before or after he beat him to death…

And knew that he’d just taken his first step on a road he never wanted to walk on again.

“Father…”

Rogo whirled about and saw their gazes. Mister Rathaxes with the broken clock, Madame Onu who made bad tea that he loved, Little Cadel who was teasing girls last year and writing poems about them this year…

All of them looked at him, the neighbor they never knew, with a fear deeper even than the outlaw had stricken them.

But only Virian stepped forward.

“Father,” she whispered again, “what… who are you?”

Rogo regarded her through the glasses whose stain he just couldn’t quite clean. “No one important. See that the body is taken outside the walls, put it on the road and do not bury or burn it.”

“But you’re—”

“Rodaya,” he finished for her. “Rodaya Lowhill.”

He smiled a smile that wasn’t as warm as he had practiced. He placed a hand on her shoulder and squeezed gently.

“Please,” he said. “Do as I say. We do not have much time.”

There were more questions in her eyes—how could there not be? But Rogo didn’t stick around to answer them. All six of him walked purposefully through a crowd of his former neighbors who now scrambled over each other to get out of his way.

One by one, the other Rogos faded out of existence, their outlines growing hazy and insubstantial before disappearing back into the collection of sunlight they had been made from.

A Mirrormage’s power—to bend light into solid shape—is one of the more complex arts. A smart girl like Virian doubtlessly wanted to know more, which Rogo knew.

He was a bad person, after all. And all bad people had to move quickly to keep ahead of the smart people, the good people, the people who would ask him how he’d learned to kill so well and who he’d killed to learn.

Or so he thought, anyway. I heard, from more than one person, that while they didn’t know who this man who had been their neighbor was, they were grateful for him that day. He was a Vagrant, true—but he was also a father, a bookbinder, a man who had stood up to protect them when no one else knew.

There were a lot of people who loved Rogo the Dervish.

Almost made me wish I hadn’t come all this way to kill him.

Almost.






TWO

The Scar

So, here’s the thing about Paarl’s Hollow.

It’s boring.

Which is precisely why it’s popular. Surrounded by light forest, tall barriers, and just enough trade to ensure a small army of peacekeepers to put down anything that got past the trees and the walls with liberal amounts of violence. Paarl’s Hollow is a nowhere town full of people waiting to die from boredom.

Which, when the alternatives are death from being devoured by a monster, slaughtered by an outlaw, or more pertinently, ground into a fine dust beneath the massive feet of a Compass Beast, sounds not too bad at all.

Granted, it’d seen its share of troubles lately. Its famed peacekeeper force had been diminished lately: patrols picked off, caravan of arms stolen, outposts harassed. And it was, of course, as vulnerable to someone with more people and more weapons coming in, like the Imperium or the Revolution, and taking over. And also—

My thoughts were interrupted by the sudden tremble of the earth beneath me. I glanced down at my feet, saw pebbles quaking.

Fuck.

It was moving.

Now, here’s the thing about Compass Beasts.

Despite how much destruction they wreak, we don’t know all that much about them. Possibly because they’re giant, murderous beasts unmoved by pity, mercy, or fear. But I’m not a naturalist, so don’t ask me.

No one’s ever been able to even slow one down, let alone kill one, so an autopsy is right out. Even when they’ve been caught sleeping during one of their century-long naps, their skin is so tough and thick that even a severium charge can’t puncture it, so getting samples of its anatomy is also not possible. That leaves us with two sources of information about them: what we can piece together from the wakes of their rampages and the ravings of madmen.

“I SAW ITS EYES! IT SPOKE TO ME!”

Guess which one I had the pleasure of working with that day?

Irvic—which, I had pieced together through the screaming, was his name—didn’t belong in a bandit clan. Frail, flabby, and with a pair of glasses so thick that they offset the intimidation of whatever ghostly visage had been painted on his face, he wasn’t capable of doing much more than limply flailing when, say, an incredibly attractive woman with a magic gun ambushed him.

“Irvic,” I sighed, “I’m going to need you to decide to either shut your mouth or tell me something new because if you go on about this fucking beast again, I’m going to make the decision for you.”

Irvic wisely pressed his lips shut.

Which is why Irvic, while not being particularly blessed at the arts of banditry, was an ideal henchman: smart enough to know he wouldn’t last long in the Scar on his own, dumb enough to not be able to think of any better ideas than letting someone bigger than him tell him what to do.

He lay against the moss-covered log, right where I had found him, cowering. But silent.

“IT’S COMING! ITS MESSAGE IS CLEAR! WE’RE DOOMED! DOOMED! DOO—”

For a moment, anyway.

You’ll hear the wise and lucky among us argue that violence never truly solves anything. They’re probably right. And if any of them were around, I would have taken suggestions on how to get him to stop raving without punching him in the mouth.

But I was kind of short on time that day.

“For fuck’s sake, Irvic, if you’re going to rave, could you at least not be so fucking cliché about it? Where’s the poetry? The loving descriptions of rivers of fire?”

“No.” He shook his head, his voice breathless with hysteria. “No, no, no. You don’t understand. I saw it. I saw what it’ll do to me. What it’ll do to all of us. It’ll crush us, it’ll consume us, it’ll—”

Click.

He paused in the middle of his rant and stared, with something resembling attentiveness, down the barrel of the gun thrust in his face.

And the Cacophony, through brass metal carved into the leering grin of a dragon, stared back at him.

And I? I grinned down at him in the way that made my scars deeper, regarded him through a stray lock of white hair that dangled over the scar running down my right eye. The tattoos on my arms, all the painted wings and storm clouds, twitched beneath muscle as I leaned over and pressed the gun’s barrel against his forehead.

“Son,” I said, cool as I could manage, “what do you think we’re going to do to you?”

He pursed his lips. His eyes refused to blink. And it was probably my imagination, but I thought he let out a little bit of pee.

All typical reactions to meeting Sal the Cacophony.

Not that I felt good about—what would they say about me if they saw me threatening a clearly hysterical man with a clinched-ass tough-guy saying like I just uttered? And normally, I would have been a little gentler.

Or at least, I would have punched him a couple more times before bringing out the gun.

“Okay.” Irvic’s breathing slowed, terror un-clouded his eyes. “Okay, I just… I… the Beast…”

“Yes, it’s very scary,” I replied. “And I’d love to let you get back to screaming randomly, but I need something first.” I drummed my fingers on the brass barrel of the Cacophony, pointedly. “Dread Niri.”

“Ah.” Irvic swallowed hard. “Of course.”

Now I know I made them sound very interesting, but at the time, I wasn’t particularly interested in the Children of the Dead.

Bandit clans, like man-eating plants and storms that rained fish, were a fact of life in the Scar. You could track the seasons by their raids. In winter, you get the specialized clans like Doom Hive and The Bad Dreamers. In summer, you get the ostentatious and ill-clad clans like The Locust Boys and Vixen Rampage—twice as bloodthirsty, but they at least tend to be prettier. And in fall, they came pouring out of the hills to steal pumpkins or some shit.

But spring, like that spring, were for the up-and-comers, the newly formed straggling clans wandering out into the Scar to see if they could survive the law and the beasts long enough to make a name for themselves, like The Bloody Six (executed), Dark Intentions (killed by a bigger clan that wanted the name) or…

“The Children of the Dead,” I muttered, more spiteful than they deserved. “I hear they’ve been hitting other villages the same way they’re hitting Paarl’s Hollow: giving people a chance to flee and then taking their money. Is that true?”

“Er, yes, it is,” Irvic said, adjusting his glasses around the bruise my fist had given him. “Dread Niri doesn’t want to kill them, if she can help it. She just wants… everything else. Money. Treasure. Food. Whatever can’t be left behind for the Beast to crush.”

I frowned, but not for the reasons you’re thinking. If I was going to start criticizing every bandit who took advantage of a Compass Beast’s rampage to loot, I’d be there all day.

“Why Paarl’s Hollow, though?” I glanced down the road, far away to where the town’s high walls loomed over the forest. “It’s too much trouble for bandits to take and they spend all their money on their peacekeepers.”

“Niri knew that,” Irvic said. “That’s why she’s had us luring peacekeepers out and ambushing them.”

“But why not just wait for the Beast to destroy it and sift through what’s left?”

“Because she doesn’t want there to be anything left. Whatever isn’t crushed goes on the pyre.”

I screwed up my face. “What, everything? The money, too?”

“Especially the money.” Irvic shook his head. “Don’t ask me, madam. I just joined for protection.”

“From her, I bet.”

Irvic fell quiet. “From… everything.” He turned his bleary eyes toward the distant walls of Paarl’s Hollow. “It doesn’t matter, though. The Beast is moving faster than it should. It’s called to the town. It knows. It knows.”

His eyes drifted upward toward the tree line. Mine followed. Neither of us had to look hard.

A gigantic dark shape that crested, a mountain peak of flesh and scale, over the treetops. The entire world shook as a colossal foot took a gigantic, shuddering step. A cloud of birds of various breeds burst out of the trees, prey and predators alike united in their desire to get the fuck out of the way. And, after a great inhale, it roared.

I had to clamp my hands over my ears—a strange thing to see a woman with a gun that shoots walls of solid sound doing—to block the sound out. I’d endured the sounds of beasts who wanted to devour me with more grace than this, but a Compass Beast’s voice was… something else. No malice nor ferality in its bellow, just a simple announcement of its presence, a sound like a headsman’s axe poised over a neck.

As if to say: “Oh yeah, asshole, the situation really is that bad.”

“Fuck,” I sighed, glancing back to the road leading to Paarl’s Hollow.

Despite what you might think, it wasn’t the Beast I was worried about.

I mean, yes, I was very worried about a thing that big in theory, but Compass Beasts are just a fact of life in the Scar. Every now and again, some hulking monstrosity bigger than a monster will start moving in a direction and destroy everything in its path with no allegiance or motivation to drive it, no different than bad weather or a failed harvest.

… well, maybe a little different.

But I couldn’t do fuck all against any of those, so I tried to put it out of my mind. My concerns were for something else.

Or someone else.

Several dozen someones else, actually.

From Irvic’s post, I could just barely make them out as they filtered out of the forest and onto the road leading to town.

Most of them were young, wearing that hungry, dark-eyed look that young men and women do when they’re forced to pick up swords too early. A few were older, veteran outlaws who knew a winning team when they saw one. They came lurching out of the forest, carrying what weapons they’d scavenged—no order, no discipline, everything you’d expect from an outlaw war band.

To look at them, you wouldn’t think they could have put three towns to the torch before this one, would you?

Hell, I barely believed it myself.

But then I’d seen the weapons.

It was new steel they were carrying: fresh swords and spears, helmets and breastplates they’d looted, crossbows made for more than looking tough. Peacekeeper gear; Irvic wasn’t lying, whoever the town had sent out to stop these bandits was now being worn by them.

I squinted, searched the crowd of painted outlaws filtering out of the forests, looking for the big one, or the one with the biggest sword, or the one with the biggest hat—usually, it’s not too hard to identify which bandit is in charge. But all I saw in that crowd were lean, angry faces rendered indistinct by grime and war paint.

“Where the fuck is Niri?” I muttered.

“If she’s wise, she’ll have heard the message and—”

“There are a dozen ways you can end that sentence, Irvic, and only one of them ends with you keeping both your eyes. Think carefully.”

I could sense the raving boiling on his lips, but as with so many things in life, a little violence saved a lot of time. “She’s where she always is,” he muttered. “Leading from the front.”

I searched the front of the army. I was barely able to tell them apart through the paint covering their faces, though. Each of them wore black and white grease, painted in dramatic, stark portrayals of skulls, of ghosts, of pale dead things with veiny mouths. But aside from some truly spectacular makeup work, I couldn’t see anyone who looked like a leader.

Was Niri the tall one with the long braids? She looked vaguely leaderly… leaderesque? Was she that one with the big sword? Bandits love big swords. The spiky-haired one? No, too short. The one with the scars? No, too lowbrow. The one with the—no, wait, that was a man.

I muttered a curse under my breath. This was a problem I didn’t need. Keeping the bandits from getting to Paarl’s Hollow, I could handle. Finding their leader, I could handle. Doing all that with the impending beast the size of a mountain bearing down, though?

“FUCK.”

I turned my back on Irvic, started off back down the hill, found Congeniality waiting at the bottom. She looked up and regarded me through indifferent eyes, the loose skin of her flabby neck jiggling as she looked down her nose at me with an expression I’m sure was annoyance. Only fair, since I had just interrupted her feasting on the maggoty, hairy carcass she’d discovered.

She was a giant bird, by the way.

Sorry, probably should have mentioned that right off.

But, like I said, I was in a hurry.

Whenever a Compass Beast showed up, most of humanity forgot all about the petty concerns of their lives and joined every other bird, beast, and bug in a desperate bid to get the fuck out of its way.

Most of them.

Only two kinds of people voluntarily get into the path of a Compass Beast: those hoping to profit off its terror or big, dumb assholes with magic weapons and pretty faces.

Maybe you’ve heard the stories about Sal the Cacophony. Maybe you’ve heard she’s a Vagrant who incinerates towns in her wake. Maybe you’ve heard she doesn’t harm people who don’t take up arms against her. Maybe you’ve heard she’s kind, terrible, generous, ferocious, forgiving, remorseless.

All of those have been true, from time to time.

Today, though? Today my concerns for Paarl’s Hollow were slightly less humanitarian. Today I was about to spill a lot of blood, fulfill a lot of promises, and break a lot of shit. Today I was going to get my revenge.

If some people happened to be spared a grisly death because of it?

Hey. Bonus.

I brushed aside Congeniality’s massive beak as she snapped at me in irritation, a stray maggot flying out of her mouth. She didn’t protest as I swung into the saddle and sheathed the Cacophony at my hip. I glanced down at him, his black hilt jutting out from the leather.

Even sheathed, I could feel his giddy joy at the carnage to come.

“WAIT!”

Irvic came staggering down the hill after me. The hysteria in his eyes had ebbed out slightly, replaced by the much more acceptable hysteria expected of anyone living in the Scar. He stood, breathless.

“You’re not going to fight her, are you?”

“Maybe,” I replied. “Depends on how reasonable or shoot-in-the-face-able we’re all willing to be.” I took up Congeniality’s reins. “What do you say you make my day a little brighter and fuck off? You aren’t going to want to be around for what I do to your boss.”

“No, I…” He shook his head. “Take me with you.”

“Hah. No. You get to walk away, Irvic. Take the gift.”

“Please, Niri will know I spoke to you and without the Children…” He hesitated. “I have nothing.”

That was more poignant a grimace than a bandit ought to be able to have. And that was way more affection than the name of a bandit clan deserved. What the fuck, I spared a thought to wonder, kind of a person was Dread Niri that her boys would do this for her?

A problem I’d solve later. Along with the rest.

“Then run,” I said. “Lots of warlords in the Scar need another pair of lips to kiss their ass. Just remember not to do anything with feet or you’ll never do anything else.”

“No, it’s not… I mean, I…” The fear, the poignancy, everything else was melted off his face, replaced by something deeper, hungrier. “I need to see it again.”

“See what? The gun?” I grinned, patted the Cacophony’s hilt. “Well, I can’t say I blame you. What was it that caught your attention? The dragon bit on the end? It’s always the dragon.”

“Not the gun. The Beast. The Compass Beast.” He let out a shuddering, entirely inappropriate breath. “I… looked into its eye. I saw something. I know I did. I just need to… wait, where are you going?”

I didn’t bother answering as I turned Congeniality away and started off toward the road. Hopefully, he’d take the hint.

“Please! I’ll do anything!”

But if you live in the Scar, you know how little hope actually does.

“I don’t need anything,” I replied. “Not from a lunatic.”

“I’m not a lunatic! I just… I saw…” He called after me. “Please! I can help you against Niri! I can… I can… I don’t know what I can do.”

I was content to leave it at that. Content to leave him rambling in the dust to die by Niri, the Beast, or by a bad rash. I didn’t care. I didn’t need someone like this getting in the way when I was about to face off against a bandit in the best of times, let alone one with weirdly affectionate henchmen like—

And that’s when it hit me. And I pulled Congeniality to a stop. And I looked at Irvic with a long, slow grin that, if he hadn’t been half mad, he probably could have recognized as bad.

“I know what you can do,” I said softly.

Okay, so I didn’t feel good about this, either. But try to see things from my perspective.

Dread Niri, whatever kind of warlord she was, was still a warlord. There’s no chance she wasn’t the biggest, tallest, fastest, and carrying the biggest weapons of anyone in her crew. And her crew, I’m sure I’ve mentioned, is also a lot of people carrying swords.

I could handle either of those on their own. Hell, the Cacophony and I together could probably handle them both. But that was a lot of mess, a lot of time, and a lot of problems I didn’t fucking need.

I was, after all, here to kill someone.

An open confrontation was not a great solution—too much left to chance. An ambush was time I couldn’t afford. I needed something quick, clean, and—

“TURN BACK, COMRADES! OUR QUEST IS FOLLY!”

I know I didn’t say “really fucking annoying,” but Irvic was, all the same.

It’d taken a bit of scrambling—finding a tree in the middle of the road yet far enough away from town, locating enough rope, resisting the urge to just blast his skull and leave his carcass as a warning—but I’d done it. Irvic on his own was rather annoying. But tied to a tree, screaming and shrieking?

He’d make a good enough distraction. Or, at the very least, a decent barricade.

I stood beside the tree I’d tied him to, hand on my gun’s hilt, ready to use him for either. In my experience, camaraderie among bandits lasted only as long as it took for someone to want something shinier.

And yet, as the Children of the Dead approached, they slowed. And halted. And I wish I could tell you it had been because they saw what I’d done to their companion and were already dreaming of what I’d do to them. But there was no fear on their faces beneath their war paint. Only… concern. Worry.

For themselves? Or for… him?

“By the look of your paint, I’d say you’re either an impressive-looking orgy or an unimpressive-looking bandit clan,” I shouted out to the gang of stalled bandits. “And by the looks of your weapons, I’d say it’s the latter. I presume, then, I’m speaking to the Children of the Dead?”

No response, steel, verbal or otherwise. The bandits held their position. That was unusual. Usually a little tough talk convinces one of them to step up and get enough of an ass-kicking that the rest scatter.

No worries, though. These weren’t even the fanciest-dressed bandits I’d ever met.

But who could really compare to Stray Dog Swagger, anyway?

“Then I assume one of you goes by the name of Dread Niri.” I scanned the crowd for an obvious candidate to step forth, my eyes eventually settling on a particularly tense-looking big woman with an even bigger sword. “Should I also assume you’re all willing to die for her?”

“The Children don’t die! They just come back!” someone found their nerve and shouted from the crowd.

A chorus of approval came from the crowd, spontaneous chants and cheers emerging in response. I sighed, more from boredom than anything else—not that this was good, exactly, but every fucker with a sword thinks it won’t end the same way it ends for every fucker with a sword.

My eyes drifted from the distant shape of the Beast, then up to the sun rapidly sliding across the sky. And in my chest, the coldest part of me whispered from inside the darkest part of me.

He’s going to get away. He’s going to get away and you’ll never cross his name off.

I clenched my jaw at the sound of their crowing. This preening was taking time I didn’t have.

“What the fuck do you mean you just come back?” I shouted back at them, quieting their roar. “Do you regenerate? Is it magic or something? Show me.” I held up a hand. “Actually, that would take too much time.”

I pulled my scarf aside, let the light catch the tattoos adorning my arms.

“Just everyone who feels like fighting a Vagrant, step forward and we’ll get to the killing.”

Silence.

The cheers and chants died. And every painted eye in that crowd of thugs was locked directly on that big brass grin staring them down. The bravest remained quiet. The most timid spoke up, exchanging hurried and harried whispers between themselves until someone said a single word loud enough for me to overhear.

“Vagrant.”

I pulled my scarf up just enough to hide my smile. I’d seen this part too many times, but it was still flattering. First came the stares as they tried to process what kind of woman they were staring down. Second came the feet shuffling and the grips on weapons weakening as the limbs realized before the brain did what kind of shit they were in. And then finally… the stories.

“—a fucking mage? A mage? What’s one of them doing—”

“—brother’s township, reduced to cinders, like it was nothing—”

“—fuck, Niri said this was just peacekeepers. I didn’t sign up to fight a fucking Vagrant—”

Names go only as far as people’s memories. And atrocities are more common than dirt out in the Scar. But stories? Stories are what reputations are made of. Stories eat. Stories grow. And they move. They flutter on fearful words between fearful lips. They cling to people’s backs and whisper in their ears. They ooze, up the body and into the heart, until they’re as much a part of you as your own blood.

It was stories crawling through that crowd. It was stories that made them lower their weapons and take nervous steps backward. It was stories that made them whisper among each other, in increasing frenzy from mouth to ear and person to person until their line shuddered enough to open a gap. The tall woman from before, the one with the big sword, stood there.

And stepped aside.

And there she was.

Not a warlord. Not a killer. Not even very tall. She was a short, skinny wisp of a woman, dressed in shabby clothes and carrying a thick stick instead of a weapon. Her face was a mess of harsh angles and weary wrinkles, so deep that even the painting of a sullen skull on her face couldn’t hide.

A girl. Just some tired-looking girl with a big stick.

“Not who you were expecting?”

I hid my surprise, but apparently not well enough. Niri’s gait was timid as she approached, her voice clear and shrill. And the closer she drew, the less impressive she looked. At least from a distance, she had an air of mystery.

Up close, she went from a skinny girl with tired eyes to a really skinny girl with just one eye. The other one shut tight, she turned a dark brown glare up to Irvic bound to the tree nearby.

“I see you met Irvic. You…” A pause. A visible shudder. “You didn’t hurt him, I hope.”

“Punched him, tied him to a tree, that sort of thing,” I replied, rolling my shoulder. “But he’s fine.”

“TURN BACK! YOU CANNOT STAND IN THE WAY OF THE BEAST’S PURPOSE!”

“Sort of.” I sniffed. “And he and everyone else here will stay sort of fine, depending on how reasonable everyone’s willing to be.”

Dread Niri canted her head to the side, regarding me through that one eye. “You know of many bandit clans renowned for reasonability?”

“I don’t know many bandit clans that keep shit like this around, either.” I gestured toward Irvic. “Nor many bandit clans that target guards before loot. The peacekeepers going missing were your doing, I assume?”

I didn’t expect remorse. But it wasn’t a boastful grin that played on her face.

“We gave them a choice: run and live without their steel, or stay and die with it,” she whispered softly. “Most chose to run, if it comforts you.” She hefted her stick, pointed it toward the distant walls of Paarl’s Hollow. “We gave them the same choice, only asking them to leave behind their gold instead of their steel.” Her eye met mine. “Would you care to take a guess at how many of them chose to run?”

I quirked a brow. You didn’t typically find bandits so eloquent, unless they watched a lot of opera. Which meant Niri was either well-read or well-watched and in either of those cases, I wouldn’t mind getting to know her better.

But again, I was in a hurry.

“I don’t, no,” I replied.

Her face twisted beneath her makeup. “Do you suppose it would shock you? As it shocked me? As it shocked all of us? How many of them chose to stay and die for their money? How many peacekeepers they sent out, content that they should die so long as the gold and silver stays safe? How many—”

“Holy SHIT.”

Niri recoiled, shocked by my sudden interruption. Honestly, it just tumbled out.

“Sorry, I know you had a whole speech there, but…” I scratched at a scar on my face. “I mean, can you condense it for me? I’m in kind of a hurry.”

Shock turned to anger. “We’ve got our reasons for being here. Same as you. And if yours is to stop us on behalf of those fucks in there.” Her eyes drifted down toward my waist, to the sword and gun on my hip. “We’ll give you the same opportunity. Leave your steel, keep your life.”

“Tempting.” I sniffed. “I could keep both, though. And take yours, instead.”

“I don’t see an army with you.”

I canted my head to the side. I let my grin stretch broad enough to join my scar in one long line across my face. I pulled back my scarf, let them see my dirty leathers, my scars… and him. I laid a hand on the Cacophony’s hilt, drummed my fingers across the black wood, let them get a good long look before I spoke.

“Honey,” I said. “Do you really think you can be a warlord and not know Sal the Cacophony when you see her?”

The fear that had been boiling in the ranks of her armies finally infected her. Bitterness and softness alike faded from voice and face. She took a step backward that was just a little too hasty and just a little not collected enough. And her entire clan took that step with her.

I hate to sound vain, but fuck me if it didn’t make me just a little bit happy to know I could still do this. Not least because my plan relied on it.

“I’ve got…” Niri swallowed, forced cold shock into a vague imitation of cold anger, tried again. “We have no quarrel with you, Cacophony.”

“Nor I any with you or your delightful band of miscreants,” I replied. “I’m sure you run a fine business and all your boys and girls are all very happy with their pointy new toys. And if you turn around and go find some other town, we can keep it that way. But Paarl’s Hollow has a man in it. A man with a name.” I narrowed my eyes. “A name on my list.”

Another step backward from the clan. Hastier.

A little piece of parchment in my vest pocket. Thirty-three names in ink. Some crossed off. Some not. That’s all it was.

But the list remembered the night Sal the Cacophony was born. Far away, long ago, in a dark place full of people with dark intentions. Some had fought me. Some had helped others fight against me. Some had simply stood by and watched.

But all of them took something from me. Something that I would never get back.

And if you knew the towns I’d left in ruins to get at the names on that list… well, maybe you’d be a little hasty, too.

Many people knew this. The Children of the Dead knew this.

Rogo the Dervish knew this.

None of them were going to stop me.

“You’re…” Niri gasped. “You’re here for one of the Crown Conspiracy?”

Well-read, then. She knew her Imperial history.

“I am.”

“You’re going to do… what you did at Lowstaff.”

A long, deliberate pause. “I am.”

I said bandits were bad and I meant it. But they weren’t the worst thing in the Scar. There were things that even swathes of murderous, heavily armed killers were afraid of.

And, on a good day, I was one of them.

Niri’s mouth hung open for a second before twisting into an uneasy grin. “Well, I won’t have it said that the Children of the Dead were unaccommodating, will I?”

Won’t have it said? You asshole, I thought. That’s my thing.

But, in the interests of getting on with the business of killing a man, I chose to hold my tongue.

“We’ve got no grievance with you, Cacophony, and plenty of work to do. There’s no reason we can’t be civil about this.” She gestured to the township’s walls. “Go in first. Claim whatever you came here to claim. Take whatever you need to take. We will not begrudge you it.”

She made a long, low bow. Too formal for a socialite, let alone a warlord.

“You have our pledge of non-interference.”

I had to admit I was impressed. Mostly with myself.

Not that I hadn’t expected that plan to work, but I’m always reasonably happy when plots that amount to “talk tough and hope they’re too stupid to tell otherwise.” I couldn’t help but grin—behind my scarf, of course. She’d seen reason. This would mean less work for me, fewer complications for killing Rogo, and, as a pleasant little bonus, no one was going to—

“We’ll sack the rest of the town, instead.”

Ah, right. I forgot I was dealing with a murderer.

“Huh?” I blurted out.

“The Children aren’t some average band of thugs, madam,” she replied. “We don’t fight for wealth or glory or steel.”

“Given that you’ve killed a bunch of peacekeepers for theirs, I don’t know if I quite believe that.”

She didn’t respond because she wasn’t looking at me. She turned and pointed to a random man in the clan.

“Derri,” she said. “Where are you from?”

“Two Trees,” the man replied. “Little village five miles north of here.” His face hardened. “Destroyed a year ago. Bandits.”

Niri nodded, pointed to another man. “You, Gonnol?”

“Rook’s First Thought,” the man replied. “Three and a half miles east of here. Destroyed a year and a month ago. Monsters.”

She pointed to the big lass I had originally thought was her. “Tulshi?”

“Galapon,” the woman replied, her voice soft and trembling. She raised her hand and pointed toward somewhere beyond the tree line. “Just over those hills, there. Bandits. Just four of them. We weren’t…” She paused, swallowed something hard. “We were just two farms. Not even a village.”

“All within five miles,” Niri muttered. “Your average bird can make five miles in an hour. Paarl’s Hollow has over forty birds for its peacekeepers.” She looked over the Children of the Dead. “Did any of them come to your aid?”

Silence.

Without fear or anger. A field of silent faces, hollow eyes, and mouths that no longer had a use for smiling. They stared. And they said nothing.

Well.

Fuck me for thinking this was going to be easy, right?

She started to walk. The bandits started walking with her. And those hollow eyes, so empty they couldn’t even hold hate, were locked on the promise of taking their anger out on a whole town without Sal the Cacophony getting in the way.

A town full of people who couldn’t fight, who couldn’t think through the fear of the coming Beast, whose only hope of getting out of here alive… was about to be killed by me.

“Come,” Niri said as she moved to walk past me. “We’ll take up positions and stay out of the Cacophony’s way, as she will stay out of—”

She paused, in word and in step, and looked down. My hand was on her chest, stopping her. She looked up at me, puzzled.

Honestly, I was a little confused myself.

Even more confused, really, when I gave her a rude shove backward. I couldn’t offer a reason. All I could offer was the word that came to my mouth.

“No,” I said.

“No?”

“No, you’re not going to do that,” I said. “Turn around. Keep walking until I can’t see you anymore. Whatever town you find along the way is yours.” I stared up, and up, and met her gaze. “This one is mine.”

Irritation flashed across her face. Then an emptiness where puzzlement should be, and another where reasonability should be, until she came back to twisted-mouth rage.

“Sal the Cacophony,” she hissed, “destroyer of cities, bringer of doom, wielder of the Herald of the End Times. I’ve heard the stories, the exaggerated tales of your ruthlessness, your viciousness, the bodies they’ve left in their wake.” She narrowed her good eye. “You know how many people this town has killed? You’re going to protect them for trivial sentiment?”

Maybe.

Maybe sentiment. Maybe morality. Maybe fear. Like I said, it was a dumb thing to do. But maybe…

I couldn’t have it said that Sal the Cacophony let that happen to so many people and did nothing.

Not that it really mattered, I guess.

“I am disappointed, Cacophony.”

What with this about to get ugly and all.

“Very…” Niri slid into a combat stance—how the fuck did she learn a combat stance? “Very disappointed.”

Ah, fuck.

I raised one hand for calm, but it didn’t take long for that hand to find my blade. She lowered her body, taking her stick in both hands like it were a sword, and rushed toward me. I drew my blade, watching her as she came sweeping forward. She was so low to the ground, darting back and forth in a way I’d never seen before. What kind of style was this? What kind of obscure technique did she know that I didn’t?

I had no time to study, no time to think, no time for anything as she lunged at me, swung her stick, and…

“NYUH!”

… missed by a good two and a half feet.

Okay, so it wasn’t a secret technique, she was just fucking terrible at this.

She swung again. And again. And again. Each time, skinny arms trembled with the effort of her graceless flailing. Each time, she missed—and I think one time she actually hit herself in the face?

I effortlessly side-stepped a blow, glanced to the bandits. Any other clan, this show of failure would end an entire army’s aspirations, let alone a warlord. Yet all of them, even the tall woman, did nothing more than stare, unfazed by their leader’s ineptitude.

Which might be fine for them, but this was taking too long.

Niri roared, stepped into her next swing. I swiveled my head back, let the air whistle as it swung. In the wake of her swing, I stepped forward, found her wrist with my hand and her belly with the hilt of my blade.

Her heels left the ground. The blow knocked the wind, and hopefully the shit, out of her. Gasping, she hung from my grip, head lolling as every part of her focused on trying to find her breath again.

“This is embarrassing,” I sighed, pulling her closer. “Take whatever cronies you have left after this and go find another town. Whatever the fuck they did to you, revenge can’t be worth this kind of beating.”

I made move to shove her to the ground. But she didn’t fall. Her stick dropped, her arm shot out, jerked me tight against her as she slumped to the earth. What the fuck was this, I wondered? Some kind of begging for mercy? I was already in a hurry to—

“It’s not about revenge.”

She looked up at me. With both eyes. One human.

The other metal and alight with tiny, glowing sigils.

A spellwritten eye. I didn’t even fucking know they could spellwright eyes.

“It’s about principle,” she growled. And, then, shouted: “NOW!”

I sneered. “The fuck kind of shitty pageantry do you have—”

Point of reference: it turns it out it’s really hard to finish what you were thinking when there’s a crossbow bolt in your leg.

I had barely heard the click and the rush of wind before I felt my right leg go out from under me. I glanced down, saw the fletching of the bolt sticking out of my thigh. And, as if it were a coy young thing waiting to be noticed across the dance floor, the pain followed.

I screamed as agony lanced my leg, shredded skin and muscle ablaze as they bunched around the bolt. I looked toward the bushes where a painted bandit with a heavy crossbow sat, concealed—how the fuck had I missed him? I felt something moving in my grip, glanced back to my hand, and where a bandit warlord had once been, I clutched only a bundle of dirty rags.

“Apologies, Cacophony.” Niri, now ten feet away and gasping for breath, nevertheless made the shit-eatingest grin I’d ever seen. “Don’t hold this against me when you reach the black table.”

“You shitty little runt,” I snarled, lunging for her.

A spear cut me off as a pair of bandits rushed forward, thrusting barbed heads at me. I swung clumsily at them, batting away their weapons as they swung between me and their leader.

I struck where I could, attacked where I thought I had an opening, but pain blinded my senses and slowed my movement. Whichever one I swung at fell back, leaving her companion to rush in and tangle with me. They struck like this—organized, careful, clever—over and over and, before I knew it, I had forgotten all about Dread Niri, all about anything except getting away.

What the fuck had happened? These were bandits. Not even very good bandits. Had it been my haste? Had I gotten too overconfident? Or were all the scars and wounds and memories finally starting to catch up with me?

Ah, well. I guess it didn’t matter.

Since I was going to die and all.

The spear-carriers suddenly fell back, leaving me just enough time to wonder what the fuck was happening before the shield caught my chin. I fell back—the blow had come out of nowhere, caught me beneath the jaw, sent me sprawling to the ground.

Dazed, breathless, agonized—I couldn’t tell which part of me was in worse shape. But as I tried to sit up, I realized it was my chest that hurt the worst. Largely because of the giant boot that came down upon it.

“You shouldn’t have come here.”

The tall woman. The one I originally thought was the leader. She towered over me, boot on my chest, heel digging into my sternum. She raised her sword over her head, the war paint on her face struggling to hide the tremble in her eyes.

Struggling. And failing.

“Please,” she said, soft as a woman holding a blade could manage, “don’t make this difficult.”

She inhaled sharply. She brought the sword down. She hesitated. Froze, really.

As she stared down into a pair of brass eyes.

And the Cacophony, through a mouthful of burning teeth, smiled back at her.

“Little fucking late for that, isn’t it?” I growled.

And pulled the trigger.

There was a soft click. A spark of light. And a roar of flame.

A great gout of fire poured out of the Cacophony’s mouth, swept over the woman’s face, smothering her fear, her screams, everything beneath a great sheet of flame. It lasted for but a moment—maybe a second or three of bright, laughing flame. But for that moment, the sky was filled with fire, the earth was blackened by heat, the sound of flame and metal filled the air.

And when it abated, when all had fallen silent once more, the woman standing over me swayed, fell, and broke. Into ten bubbling, blackened pieces.

I found my feet. Or foot, anyway—the other leg was numb from the thigh down. And stared out over the remaining bandits. And the remaining bandits stared back. Dumbfounded. Silent. Terrified.

The Cacophony seethed in my grip, delighted at the reaction. And if I hadn’t had a bolt in my leg, I might have shared it.

It’s one thing to hear the stories about the Cacophony. The tales of cities left in ruins, of armies left destroyed, of foes left scattered and broken across the land. It’s quite another thing to see it in action, to see what he can do, to know that no one walks away from him.

A sight like that can make the blood run cold enough to freeze. It can make a hard man stay home and a soft man move towns. That devastation can destroy a mind as easily as a body, it can leave a person shattered to pieces with one little brass trigger, and it can sure as shit scatter the remnants of a bunch of shitty, overly dramatic bandits playing at revenge.

“KILL HER!”

For fuck’s sake, what was with these guys?

They shed their empty eyes and their quiescence, cast aside their timidity and horror. What came surging toward me on that day—that roiling, wailing mass of flesh and steel and screams that was the Children of the Dead—had trembling eyes and mouths full of anguish.

I’ve fought bandits. I’ve killed bandits. I knew their faces. I knew their petty angers and trivial ambitions. I knew their simpering fear and their empty bravado. I knew their hates, their lusts, their vendettas. But this… this full-throated, formless wailing that tore free from them like broken arrowheads…

I didn’t know that scream. That sorrow. That pain.

Not from bandits, anyway.

There was probably a lesson in empathy there somewhere. But they’d have to not be trying to kill me for me to learn it, so…

I could feel the thunder of their feet, that scream rippling in my blood. My hand fumbled in my satchel, desperately fishing through the clinking metal therein. My leg fought my brain fought the rest of me to see which pain would blind me first, but they were all in vain.

Before anything, the Cacophony had something to say.

My fingers brushed against engraved metal. My fingers recognized a name.

I fished it out of my satchel, slammed it into the Cacophony’s chamber, aimed.

Fired.

A chorus of surprise and gunfire rang out. From the Cacophony’s grinning maw, a spray of silver shards, each one no bigger than a knucklebone, erupted. The bandits slowed, held weapons and shield up defensively as the spray of shards streaked from the barrel, screamed through the sky, found their flesh, and…

Promptly bounced off, clattering harmlessly to the ground.

The outlaws paused, looked confused. And even though I pointedly didn’t scream “what the fuck was that supposed to be?” to my gun, I was thinking it.

And, as if he knew, the shards started to hum.

And to split.

From their tiny, jagged shapes, thin layers of metal peeled away and began to flap furiously like wings. And, like wings, they carried the shards into the air. Tiny, little insects with metal wings.

And very, very sharp stingers.

Quick as lightning, one of them shrieked out and embedded itself into necks, wrists, ankles, chests—any ounce of bare skin, the little glistening devils alighted upon and stung with jagged, metal teeth. The bandits screamed through the sound of jingling metal and droning silver wings, struggling to pull the beasts free and finding bloody holes in their wake.

I had always been reluctant to use Shardswarm. Not because I hated the guy who had created it for me—but he was an asshole—but because it had sounded preposterous. Metal bugs? Bees? And they come to life? Granted, my standards as a woman who wields a magic gun were a little lax, but still.

So that’s what it looked like. Huh. Pretty neat.

The bandits’ charge had slowed.

But it hadn’t halted.

“Fuck,” I muttered as I turned to run. “Fuck, shit, ass, piss.”

A new curse accompanied every staggering step I took, my leg shrieking as I limped toward Paarl’s Hollow. I ran out of breath after forty paces and I ran out of curses after forty-one. My lungs seared with belabored breath, my body swam from the beating I’d taken, and if my mind hadn’t gone numb from pain, I’d have surely lost it from the agony lancing my thigh as I limped toward the gates of Paarl’s Hollow.

Too far, I told myself, gasping for breath. It’s too fucking far. I’m never going to—

A hand on my shoulder. Someone whirled me around to face a blade. I narrowly darted a desperate stab, seized the bandit’s collar and wrist, and gave as strong a shove as I could manage. He tottered back a clumsy few paces, caught his breath, raised sword to painted face.

No anger in the grimace of his mouth. Nor in the tears streaming down his eyes, smearing his makeup. Nor even in the blade as he held it, trembling.

Do this long enough and you get pretty good at telling the killers. You can hear it in their voice, see it in the set of their feet, smell it on their breath. This bandit—this kid—wasn’t a killer. This kid barely knew how to hold a sword.

What the fuck was he doing here?

He let out a cry. Charged. Stumbled. Fell face-first in the dirt, clutching his chest and gasping for breath.

Wish I could say it’d been my amazing ass that did that to him. But I saw the crossbow bolt lying nearby, its head blunted and wrapped in thick cloth. What the fuck was the point of a bolt that couldn’t skewer some—

Another hand on my shoulder. I whirled, ready to stab this one, too. And once I saw that it was Irvic, the urge only vaguely diminished. But if revenge was on his mind, he was looking the wrong direction. His eyes, and his finger, were pointed toward the horizon.

And the darkness rising upon it.

Trees groaned, great redwoods older than some cities uprooted and pushed aside as a great shape stirred beneath the trees. The crest of a beast’s back, pockmarked and weathered like the side of a mountain, rose above the tree line. The few stubborn animals who hadn’t fled did so, shrieking noises of feral panic, as creation shuddered and a great head the size of a city loomed up on a long neck.

The Compass Beast.

Holy shit, that’s what one looked like.

I saw only glimpses of it. The creature was too huge, too impossible to look at in its entirety. I saw a great, crested back rising like a land formation. I saw a scaled snout, decorated with rock formations and trees it didn’t bother to remove. I saw an ocean of a beard, thick-as-trees hairs scintillating with mosses and vines and plants that had grown in it. And in its eyes I saw… I saw…

Everything.

Emptiness, darker and deeper than the first rent gouged into the earth. Skies black with clouds that had never stopped raining for a hundred years. I don’t know how to explain what I saw in that face. Or I didn’t, anyway, when I saw the colossal muscles of its shoulders bunch as one great foot came up.

And came down.

Bodies falling. Trees collapsing. A wave of dust bursting out from between the trees like blood through fingers.

I was aware that these things were happening, but I couldn’t hear them. The Compass Beast’s foot came down with the sound of thunder. The trees swayed and the rocks tumbled from their mountains. And even the strongest body went crashing to the ground, unsteadied.

I looked for my footing, couldn’t find anything but Irvic. And so, as much as I hated to, I clung to him as he helped me up, draped my arm over his shoulder, and started running.

“What the fuck?” I managed to groan between lances of pain.

“It’s fine, it’s fine,” he whispered. “The Beast needs you alive.”

Well, that certainly wasn’t an un-alarming thing to say. But if it comes to a choice between crazy and murderous…

Crossbow bolts sped past us. That anguished roar rose up again as the bandits resumed their rush. And in less than ten breaths, I could hear them closing in. They were quick. Too fucking quick. Too fucking quick and too fucking hungry.

In hindsight, I probably should have wondered what would make a common bandit clan so desperate for blood that they wouldn’t just run screaming at the sound of a Compass Beast. But at the time, I was half-shitting myself from pain and concerned about how I was to become part of two greasy stains painted across the road.

Three, I noted as I glanced up. Three greasy stains.

Sweat stung my eyes and I was half-delirious with pain, but as I squinted down the road to the gates of Paarl’s Hollow, I could have sworn I saw a young woman. Tall, skinny, wrapped in peasant’s clothes with dark hair in a workwoman-like bun, the only thing that wasn’t unremarkable was the crossbow she wielded.

That thing was fucking huge.

I was shocked to see her lift something so huge, but not as shocked as I was to see the missile she’d loaded into it. It looked kind of like an arrow but instead of a head, there was a… what was that? Some kind of bottle? Filled with some kind of… sludge? Slime? Liquor?

I would have thought more about it, but as I said, I was out of my mind with pain. And if I’m being honest, being shot dead by a liquor bottle was always kind of how I expected to go out. Don’t ask.

The woman held her aim as we ran toward her. She didn’t move as we drew closer. She didn’t even flinch as the bandits’ thunder made the skirts around her feet tremble. She stood, perfectly still, until we got close enough that I could see the long scar across her face.

And then… she fired.

The arrow streaked from her crossbow, sailing toward us. I didn’t have time to blink, let alone brace myself, but it didn’t matter. The missile streaked between Irvic’s head and mine, striking something behind us with the shatter of glass and the sound of muffled rage.

The thunder beneath us stopped. I glanced over my shoulder and saw a tangled morass of glistening black and roiling vines. Tendrils flailed and squirmed within a tar-like substance, coiling around passing bandit limbs and jerking them to the ground. They tightened and squeezed, wrenching blades from hands and muffling cries beneath strangling coils.

That looked unpleasant. Made me glad she’d missed.

“HEY!”

Or… had she?

A hand appeared on my shoulder. The young woman was up beside me, shaking me.

“Are you fucking stupid? That shit won’t last long!” she screamed. “Come the fuck on!”

Rude.

But she had just saved me from being dismembered, so I guess that was fine.

She slung my other arm over her shoulder, joined Irvic in hauling me down the road. The muffled anguish of the Children of the Dead followed us.

“The hell was that?” I groaned to her. “That you shot?”

“Creeping Midnight,” she replied as we crossed the threshold of the town gates. “One of my own design. You’re the Cacophony, right? Sal the Cacophony?”

“I am.” They gently leaned me against the town’s wall as a small squad of weary-looking peacekeepers rushed forward to close and bar the gates. “And you are?”

“Virian,” she replied. “Paarl’s Hollow is my home. And we need your help.”

“Virian,” I repeated. “A pleasure to meet you.” I glanced around, sniffed, took in a deep, sour breath. “So, do you think anyone would mind if I puked and passed out here or…”

I didn’t hear her, but I think she said “yes.”

So it looked like we were all going to have a bad day.






THREE

Paarl’s Hollow

The day before he died, Rodaya Lowhill unlocked the door to his basement.

He hadn’t done so in a long time, I was told. Hell, ever since Virian, no one even knew it was there. He had moved a bookshelf in front of the door, kept the key in a hidden spot, never spoke of either it or what it was meant to unlock. And over time, people simply forgot about that door and all the time he used to spend behind it.

But he had been Rogo the Dervish back then. Now, he was Rodaya Lowhill. Rodaya Lowhill was a father, a bookseller, a simple man living in a simple town where no one was supposed to ever find him.

And Rodaya Lowhill, it turned out, was shit at moving bookshelves.

I wasn’t there to see it, but I like to think that sweat beaded on his pate and his normally unbothered expression was twisted into a grimace of exertion as he struggled to shove the bookshelf out of the way. It was Virian’s fault, he tried telling himself—all those books on chemistry he couldn’t resist buying her when she asked. But he knew that was a lie the instant he thought it.

Virian wasn’t who had made him weaker.

With time and with effort and with more than a few furtive glances over his shoulder, the bookshelf eventually groaned aside and revealed the door. And he stood there, staring at it. It was a simple door, a simple lock, nothing worth the deep stare he gave it—he hadn’t wanted to celebrate this door with pomp and fancy locks, he had wanted to forget it.

Maybe he had. Maybe that’s why his fingers trembled as he brought the key up and opened it.

The basement let out a weary sigh, a long-held breath of dust and regret exhaled from its staircase. He used to love that smell. I knew, because all of us had, at one point: the smell of our deeds, of a time when we didn’t need to make excuses for ourselves, of a time when we never sought to be more than killers. But now, the reek of it was sour to him, like it was to all of us, a memory of pain and ignorance, back when the strong took what they wanted and we were stupid enough to convince ourselves that’s the way it ought to have been.

The trip down was no easier than moving the bookshelf had been. His breath came slowly, deliberately, his steps carefully placed. And between the sounds of creaking steps, he cursed himself for his stupidity.

Why had he wasted so much of his magic on that bandit? Why had he used his magic at all? There was a time when he could have handled a dim-witted lackey like that with just a sword. Hell, there was a time when people like that wouldn’t have even had the stones to look him in the eye. Maybe it was cowardice that made him do it. Maybe he feared how out of practice he was.

Or maybe he just didn’t want to lose everything.

When he reached the bottom of the stairs, it took him longer than it should have for him to find the lamp. He couldn’t remember where he’d left it. He couldn’t remember how it used to be, flicking it on and pausing to watch the room light up and taking in item by item, each with a smile.

And when the lamplight slowly filled the room… he found he didn’t recognize it anymore.

There was a mannequin in the corner, wearing the uniform. His uniform. The delicate folds of violet cloth were tattered and gnawed on by whatever bugs had found their way down here. The breastplate, pauldron, and leg braces he had worn were tarnished—there was a time when he never went a day without polishing them. And the mask…

The Imperial mask. The cast of cold, silvered metal made into an expressionless face. He’d worn it, once, along with the rest of his fellow soldiers. In the Imperium, the mask was his authority, the rank he had earned to deliver the Empress’s truth without pity or mercy. Now, it looked hollow-eyed, empty, fearsome.

He told himself he’d put it away for Virian’s sake, that she’d have been frightened of it—a lie, of course; the girl had once punched a draft bird three times her size in the beak for snapping at her. The truth was that now, he no longer recognized it. He no longer wanted to look at it.

He no longer wanted to remember who he had been before he was Rodaya.

And so he did what he always did whenever he was reminded. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small pouch and emptied it into his hand. A few scraps of cotton and coarse cloth. All that remained of the stuffed bird she had clutched the night he had found her, a tiny child in the ruins of what had once been a village called Lowhill.

She never let go of it for the first year. Not even to let him fix it. And when she had grown up enough that she no longer needed it… he found he still did. So he kept the last scraps close to him. To remember about that night, that stuffed bird, that girl.

To remember why he was down here.

He looked through the other memories rotting on the shelves—the scrolls of honor he had been given, the manual of ethical warfare he had saved, the jar of sand that reminded him of his home—until he found a long, slender bundle of cloth and twine hidden behind a collection of mementos. Had this really been where he left it? Just shoved back here?

His fingers hesitated at the twine knot. Trembling for no reason. He wasn’t afraid, he knew. All the same, he found he couldn’t continue until he took a deep, steady breath and pulled the twine loose. The cloth fell and he stared at the burden hidden beneath it.

The sword stared back.

He slid it from his sheath, its slender blade still sharp, its grip still oiled and taken care of, the Imperial sigil on its cross guard still immaculate and all of it the color of jet black. He couldn’t remember how many people he’d killed to be awarded this blade, how many of the Empress’s enemies had to be slain before he was given it. Nor could he remember its weight in his hand, the feel of it as he cut it through air.

That made sense, though. This wasn’t Rodaya Lowhill’s blade. This wasn’t even Rogo the Dervish’s blade. This was the blade of another man whose name he could scarcely recall.

Back then, they had called him Rogonoroth yun Shouth. And they had loved him.

They had loved him when he had discovered his powers and been conscripted into the Imperial Legion. They had loved him when he marched from battle to battle, war to war, in the Empress’s name. They had loved him when he had cut through Revolutionaries, Haveners, outlaws, deserters, upstarts—anyone who had ever uttered so much as an unkind word against the Imperium.

He wasn’t sure when he had stopped loving himself. But it had been before that night.

That night when he had last held this blade, that night when he had last gone by that name, that night… when he had betrayed the wrong person.

Rogo turned his face away from the blade, shut his eyes tightly as he slid it back into its sheath. Perhaps he was strong enough now to look at the weapon again. But he would never be strong enough to remember that betrayal, that night.

Or so I liked to think.

I liked to think it stuck with him. I liked to think that he wasn’t able to just drop it and walk away. I liked to think that there are some things that you can’t hide in your basement.

Because there was no world I could think of where a man like him could do the things he’d done and walk away from it, unscathed. No world that didn’t deserve to be burned down to its last blade of grass.

I liked to think that.

But there’s one thing I know for certain.

When Rogo tucked the blade into his belt and turned to leave, he caught a glimpse of himself in a mirror. The mirror that he had used to admire himself in his uniform on rare nights when he missed his old life. He glanced over it, looked to the long crack that split the mirror down the middle. He thumbed it idly, drew back a red cut.

He’d never bothered to fix it. He always meant to, but somehow…

He stared at the tiny cut for a long moment. It throbbed. Like his other injury.

He looked back to the mirror. For reasons he didn’t know, he quietly unbuttoned his shirt. He stared at himself: older, softer than he had once been, but the muscle of his body hadn’t gone away. And neither had his Barter.

A wound, you’d call it to look at it. A web of dark cracks that wended across his side like tendrils. The flesh they touched had become pale and bloodless, the black cracks making him look brittle. Fragile. He knew he shouldn’t have, but he lightly touched the wound.

There was the sound of glass cracking. He drew back bloodied fingers. A shard of his skin, brittle and broken, came away in his hands. He stared back at the mirror and saw the pale, weakened sinew beneath the jagged rent where his skin had once been.

It’s not their magic that gives Mirrormages their power. Not completely, anyway. The Lady Merchant gives them a great power, the ability to shape light into echoes of themselves. Some of the Imperium’s greatest stories are of legions composed from a single mage’s power.

Few stories talk about the price they pay.

A Mirrormage’s power will… thin them. Every time they come back from their powers, they do so with a little less color and a little more frailty. Tasks they were once strong enough for are more difficult and every effort begets exhaustion. Their flesh starts becoming hard and brittle, cracking off them in shards. Their sinew and muscle follows, cracking and grinding down inside their bodies. Then at some point, they push themselves too hard and just…

Shatter.

Like glass.

The Lady Merchant gives them great power, the Mirrormages. But she asks a great price. She takes your wholeness, hollows you out from the inside. Organ by organ, moment by moment, she drains you and leaves behind something brittle and breakable. And when you die, when she finally comes to claim the rest of you…

She collects you in pieces.

Mirrormages begin their lives as people. And end them as fragments.

Rogo was wise. All the people who had loved him had said so. He used his powers carefully, sparingly, with the intention of dying a perfectly natural death instead of breaking into pieces. But he had been a warrior once. A hero, once. And while he had been careful, he had never turned down an opportunity to use his powers. To kill.

And this was the result: a bloodless, colorless wound of shards and jagged edges. Bigger than it had been that morning. Even that small effort to rout that bandit had caused the wound to grow.

How big would it be, he wondered, by tomorrow?

Would he even be alive to know?

He buttoned his shirt back up, tucked it back into the waist of his trousers, navigating the feel of the sword at his hip again. He hadn’t earned that blade from wasting time with stupid questions like that. He wouldn’t save Virian with them, either.

He extinguished the lamp. He walked back up the stairs. He closed the door to the basement for the last time.

“Mister Lowhill?”

The old reflexes returned to him with the blade. He whirled instead of turned, tense as he saw Olio there, staring slack-jawed at this door he had never seen and the blade on the hip of the gentlest man in town.

“Olio,” Rogo replied, forcing a small smile onto his face. “May I ask if it’s complete?”

“That door… has it always—”

“Olio.”

His voice was curt. His eyes were dangerous. And Olio was smart enough to know what not to ask.

The young man nodded weakly and pointed to the middle of the shop. The crates of books had vanished, long since shipped out. The printing presses, too, had been neatly disassembled, their parts bundled up and ready for transport.

“It is, Mister Lowhill,” Olio replied. “I took them apart like you asked. Rathaxes is outside with his wagon.”

“Excellent,” Rogo said. “And he has enough room?”

“Yes, Mister Lowhill, but—”

“Good, good.” Rogo held up a finger, reached into his pocket, and produced a small pouch of coins. “Here. Compensate him for his trouble, please. And pay the Amagi sisters to help you load. They were still in town when last observed.”

“Mister Lowhill, I can’t—”

“I don’t recall inviting discussion, Olio.”

“I know, Mister Lowhill, it’s just…” He shook his head. “The presses are yours, sir. Shouldn’t you travel with…” His eyes drifted down to the blade at his employer’s hip. “S-sir?”

Rogo held his curse back as he tucked his blade beneath his coat—when had he gotten so careless?

“I will not be joining you. I will follow you when I’m able.” He pointed to the disassembled printing presses. “This, right now, should be your concern.”

“I’m more concerned about the… the sword, sir. All the swords, if I’m honest. There was a scuffle outside the town gates, now the Vagrant and her outlaws are pressing in. Do… do you have another? Should I be carrying—”

“No.” Curt. Short. The closest he’d ever come to raising his voice. “No, Olio. You should not have a sword.” Bitterness, the kind he’d fought all his life to keep people like Olio from seeing, painted his face. “No one should.”

“But sir—”

“This conversation is over, Olio.” He regretted curtly pushing past the boy, but he needed a message to be sent. He headed toward his shop’s door, pausing only to set another pouch of money on the counter. “Hire as many people as you need to load the presses as promptly as you can. Be gone from here swiftly. Do not be here when I return. Am I understood?”

Rogo did not wait for a reply. He took the door handle and pulled it open, the bell chiming faintly. But perhaps he was slower, as well as weaker, because he hadn’t even stepped outside when he got the reply he was specifically trying to avoid.

“No.”

He paused. Sighed.

“I mean, I understand what you want, but… I can’t, Mister Lowhill.” Olio’s voice was quavering and weak. “I’ve put almost as much time into this place as you have, sir. If you’re going to abandon it, I… I…”

He turned. A pair of eyes too big and surprised for the kind of tough talk that was coming out of Olio’s face greeted him. And still, the boy didn’t back down.

“I deserve to know,” he said, forcing iron into his spine. “Mister Lowhill. Sir. Please.”

He didn’t, Rogo knew. No one deserved to know that about him. If they did, he wouldn’t have gone to the trouble of hiding it in a basement behind a bookshelf. Years of keeping people off his trail, of presenting the image of the perfect neighbor, the quiet businessman, the loving father…

Was he really going to give it all up for this slack-jawed nul?

And truth be told, I don’t know why he did. I’ve thought about it, pondered on it, come up with some ideas. Maybe, after so many years, the stress of it was finally too much and he had to let it out. Or maybe he really did think Olio, his loyal assistant, deserved to know that.

Like I said, I don’t know. No one who was left after that day could tell me enough about him to know for sure.

But I like to think…

I like to think that maybe, he didn’t want to die having pretended all that he had done had never happened.

“Olio…” he began, but his usual terseness slid off his face with the force of his sigh. “For fuck’s sake, boy.” He removed his glasses, rubbed his eyes. “There was a time in my life where just my name being whispered on the field made Revolutionaries twice as big and thrice as hard as you turn and flee into the night. I am not sure when I stopped doing that.”

“Mister Lowhill?” Olio asked, furrowing his brow. “I’m not sure I… what field? What Revolutionaries?”

“Your family, Olio. Were they Imperial?”

“Revolution, sir. Formerly Revolution. My mother deserted and took my brothers and me with her. Why do you—”

“Did she tell you of the wars, Olio? Of the Imperial mages who fought your kinsmen? Did she tell you… what we did?”

“Mister Lowhill, I’m not sure I understand.”

“That is not my name, Olio. I apologize for lying to you. It was the name of a small village that was destroyed long ago, one whose name I took when I came to this town. Before that, I had another name.”

He pulled down the collar of his shirt. Across the center of his chest was emblazoned a tattoo: seven hands, palms open, in a whirling circle. Olio fell backward, catching himself only by clinging to the disassembled printing press.

“You were,” the boy gasped, “a Vagrant?”

“Rogo the Dervish,” he said. “At the time, I thought it thematically appropriate. And though my time as a Vagrant was brief, the deeds I did…” He shook his head. “They did not sit well with me, Olio. I was that man for a short time. Shorter than I was Rodaya Lowhill. But before either of them, I was someone else.”

Rogo made a stiff, formal bow in the Imperial style to Olio. The same he had made to the Empress every time she praised him for the people he had killed. The same he had made to the military tribunals that had awarded him for his violence. The same he had made to the cheering populations that worshiped the blood he spilt in their name.

“My name was… is Rogonoroth yun Shouth.” He righted himself. “I entered Her Imperial Presence’s service at age eight and remained there for the next twenty years. I killed for her and it was my honor to do so without question. Until the day I had one.” His lip trembled. “How could I… give her son the same honor?”

I talked to Olio briefly in the aftermath. He seemed a smart kid. Well aware of the history that led to this point.

The Imperium had grown under the line of the Empress since the first Emperor first channeled magic. And every mage who served under their leadership had done so willingly, fighting for the honor and prosperity of her, her mother, her mother’s father. Until the day she had a son.

A son who could not use magic.

Don’t get me wrong, the Imperium had bad emperors before. There was the Drunkard Emperor, the Herbal Empress, and of course, the famous Mad Emperor who was the reason we were in this mess. And while they’d been varying mixes of cruelty, incompetence, and in the Herbal Empress’s case, so relaxed to the point that they’d lost territory, they all had one thing in common that validated their claim to the throne.

The Lady Merchant loved them each as much as she had loved their forebears.

But not the Empress’s son.

Not the Nul Emperor.

You know what happened next. Hell, Olio did. The Dogsjaw Rebellion happened, the Imperium’s best minds and mages deserting to go Vagrant, and thirty-four of the most prestigious and loyal servants of the Imperium banded together in a failed bid to put a new emperor on the throne.

Rogo had been number twenty-two.

“Mister Lowhill…” Olio began, caught himself. “I mean, Mister… uh… yun Mododoru. I’m not sure I—”

“I know, Olio,” he replied. “And I am sorry. I am sorry that I cannot explain more. Suffice to say that who I was is how I am certain that you and the printing press will escape here safely.” He laid a hand on the hilt of his sword. The same sword he’d used in the Empress’s service. “I will see to it.”

“Does… does Virian know?”

“No, and if you dare to—”

“Mister Lowhill…” Olio, undeterred, replied with an imploring look. “She deserves to know. A lot more than I do.”

Rogo’s jaw clenched, but he let it out with a long sigh. “My daughter has… not had an easy life, Olio. Please do not add to her troubles. I will…” He shut his eyes. “I will make certain she knows. Somehow. Please. Just take her with you when you leave.”

“I… okay, Mister Lowhill. If you say so. When I find her, I’ll have her come with us.”

Rogo’s eyes snapped open. “What do you mean ‘when I find her’?”

The door shuddered suddenly. A body struck the glass, shoved rudely aside by another body. And another. And another. Until bodies became a tide of people, wagons, birds, all laden with possessions as they broke in a maddened, noisy rush down the street toward the east.

The East Gate.

“Olio.”

Light flashed in his eyes. Rogo the Dervish appeared before Olio. And behind Olio. And at his sides. Four of them stared down at him through the same severe glare.

“Where is Virian?”






FOUR

Paarl’s Hollow

Okay, so, yes, I agree that helping people out of the goodness of your heart is a very noble thing.

In theory.

When I was first starting out, there were always a few tales of selfless do-gooders walking from town to town, ridding them of beasts and bandits and asking for nothing but enough food to get to the next town. Legends were made in those days: Everera the Bold, Dauntless Dantilius, Crunt Kindly.

There are many fewer legends about Everera’s penchant for starting bar fights, Dantilius’s drug problem(s), or the terrible, terrible thing that happened to Crunt with the butter churn.

But I digress: there were just enough people who were just good enough that people actually started to think that strangers you meet in the Scar weren’t all that bad.

And yes, I agree, that the idea of being a wandering hero whose presence is a herald of good times rather than a sign to start running has its allure. Who wouldn’t do it if they survive doing it?

Like I said, in theory, it sounds great.

“So, are you… sure you’re Sal the Cacophony?”

In practice, it’s much less romantic.

My glower, which had been fixed on the bandage I was trying to secure around my bare leg, drifted slowly toward the young woman leaning on the guard tower’s railings.

“Do you see these tattoos?” I asked the girl.

“Yeah,” she replied.

“These scars?”

“Yeah.”

“This gun?”

“Yeah, but—”

“Well, I guess I’m either Sal the Cacophony or someone who isn’t pondering whether it might be more trouble to finish this conversation or just push you off the edge of this tower, aren’t I?” I cinched the bandage tight. “Keep talking, though. Let’s find out which.”

I shouldn’t have snapped at her, but I couldn’t help it. Fixing wounds put me in a bad mood. And being pantsless put me in a good mood. So I guess between the two of them, “irritable and vaguely threatening” felt like a good compromise.

“Well, don’t fucking act like it’s my fault you got your ass kicked,” she spat back, in a very rude not-worried-about-me-punching-her-teeth-in manner. “All the stories I heard said Sal the Cacophony was an invincible killer who left towns in ruins.”

“Well, when you have a story about you that isn’t ‘annoying girl got on dashing, charming Vagrant’s nerves for a few hours,’ maybe we can sit around and talk about how disappointing yours are.” I rolled my shoulder, felt pain—but not pants-shitting pain, which was about as good as I could hope for. “Until then, either give me a drink or give me some peace.” My eyes drifted toward the thick satchel hanging at her hip, the necks of corked bottles peeking out from inside. “You must have something in there.”

“Uh, not really.” She sifted through the satchel, bottles clinking. “I used my last Creeping Midnight, but I still have Punishment for the Wicked and My Dark Desires.”

“Those are weird-ass names for drinks, but I’m in a lot of pain right now, so give me the Punishment for the Wicked.”

“I, uh, can’t. Not without your throat exploding, anyway.”

I whistled. “It’s an alchemic?”

She smiled, bashful. “It’s a hobby of mine.”

I looked over the truly impressive crossbow leaning against the railing of the tower. “Scope, motorized drawstring, specialized string for launching heavier bolts,” I muttered. “Expensive fucking hobby.”

“Well, if I wanted a fucking toy, I would have asked for it,” she snapped. “My father bought it for me. Everything but the string. That was my work, thank you very fucking much.”

“Rather vulgar for someone who wants my help, aren’t we?” I pulled myself to my feet—the alchemic bandage did enough to keep me on my feet, but little else. The wound where the bolt had hit still hurt like a ten-year drunk two days sober as I limped to the railing and peered out. “If it’s such a damn masterpiece, why don’t you use it on your friends down there?”

Virian cast a narrow-eyed scowl out over the plains.

“They’re not my friends.”

The Children of the Dead, as I had unfortunately learned, weren’t stupid. When our little disagreement had ended, they hadn’t—as I had hoped—wasted time trying to batter down the doors. Instead, they’d slunk back to the forest and vanished amid the tangle of trees.

Clever. If we couldn’t see them, we couldn’t count them. I wasn’t the only one to notice.

The vaunted peacekeepers of Paarl’s Hollow were, if not the stuff of legend, at least the stuff of noteworthiness. A township with its own professional defense force and a township that had survived as long as this place had were both rarities in the Scar and it was a point of pride for people from the Hollow, it was said.

It didn’t seem like the peacekeepers had heard, though.

The weary men and women in nice armor and wearing nice weapons continued their patrols across the low walls of the town, but it was obvious by their faltering stride and their nervous looks that their weapons brought them no comfort. They glanced around nervously as they patrolled, looking for comrades who weren’t there—lost to desertion or the Children’s ambushes. Or maybe just looking for their own way out.

I couldn’t blame them. The few bodies left alone on the walls wouldn’t keep out a dumb bandit clan, let alone the Children.

“Huh,” I noted. “There are a bunch of gaps in the wall patrols. Plenty of time for anyone to leap over and start looting. But I don’t see any signs of that in the town.” I scratched my chin. “They’ve been targeting the guards first.”

“Don’t all bandits do that?” Virian asked.

“Would you want to deal with a bunch of swords and spears if you could just as easily take the metal and run?” I shook my head. “Bandits will only fight guards if they’re in the way. Normally.” I glanced sidelong at her. “But these aren’t normal bandits, are they?”

Virian crossed her arms and furrowed her brow. “I’m not going to take that insinuation from a woman with her ass hanging out.”

“All right, two things.” I put hand on naked hip, held up a pair of fingers. “One, if you know a good way to treat a leg wound while still wearing pants, I’d fucking love to hear. Two, I didn’t say you were one of them. But you know them, don’t you?”

Her mouth set into a hard frown that told me more than any words might have. I figured as much—you don’t get a scar like hers from a butter-churning accident.

“I don’t, no,” she replied, softly. “I mean, I don’t know them, but…” She looked out over the plains, pointed toward some hills so far off they looked like bushes. “See those hills over there? That’s where I’m from. A tiny little village called Lowhill. We used to make flour over there to sell to the Hollow.”

I glanced back to the forest horizon, and the Compass Beast’s great crested back that poked over it. “You might want to make your way back there before long.”

“I can’t,” she replied. “It’s… not there anymore. Burned or sacked or something. I don’t know. I was too little to remember much of it. Any of it.” She ran a finger down the long scar of her face. “Except this.”

I grimaced. I knew this story as deep as I knew my own. The Scar was littered with them—farms and villages growing in the shadow of bigger towns, prosperous one night and in ruins the next morning. There was no shortage of people trying to make a life in the Scar, and no shortage of people eager to take it from them. For every life carved out of the Scar, another grave is dug.

I wanted to tell her I was sorry, to reach out and squeeze her shoulder, like normal people. But the distance in her eyes, fixed on a horizon that wasn’t there anymore, told me that she’d heard that enough times to know she wasn’t normal anymore.

“They told you, right? The names?” Virian asked. “Two Trees? Rook’s First Thought? They say it every time they kill someone. Those were towns here, too. Closer to Paarl’s Hollow than Lowhill. They’re…” She shook her head. “Well, if they told you, you know.”

“You seem to know more about them than most,” I said. “I hadn’t even heard of them until two days ago.”

“I’ve been watching them, spying on them at night,” she said. “I know it’s dangerous, but no one else will do anything. The peacekeepers all said they were just bandits and would disappear once they saw the walls.” She cringed. “Well, they used to say that.”

“Is that it, then?” I muttered, rubbing at my wound. “They’re pissed that Paarl’s Hollow didn’t help them out?”

“Wouldn’t you be?” she asked. “If you lived within spitting distance of a small army that couldn’t be fucked to send even one sword to help you?”

My lips pursed. My eyes stopped blinking. And all the wounds in the world couldn’t chase the chill that settled into me.

Yeah.

Yeah, I would be.

That was the whole reason I was here. The list. The names. The people who held swords against me. The people who stood by and did nothing as something was taken from me.

My hand absently reached for the scar across my chest, the one that wended its way in a jagged line from my collarbone to my belly. The same one that ached whenever I touched the list, whenever I heard their names in my head.

Rint the Banner, Grisho the Spring…

Rogo the Dervish.

Yeah. I would be pissed.

“So, why are you up here, then?” I asked. “Sounds like you know them enough that you’d stand with them.” I plucked the string of her crossbow. “I guess the steel here is nicer, though.”

“Stop that,” she hissed, snatching her weapon up like it was an infant and I had a burlap sack. “And no. It’s not because of that. It’s because…” She sighed. “You’ve been around the Scar, right? You’ve seen bandit clans before.”

I did not respond for a long time. “I have.”

“Then it’s not going to stop with Paarl’s Hollow, is it?”

And then, a longer time. “It hasn’t so far.”

“Yeah. I didn’t think so.” Virian stared out toward the forest. “Maybe Paarl’s Hollow does deserve to burn for what it’s done. But whoever comes next might not.”

The earth trembled with the shake of a distant footstep. Ten ancient trees collapsed beneath a wave of dust. The great mountain of flesh in the distance grew closer.

“Well, good news for everyone,” I replied. “It’s not going to matter for much longer.”

“No, I guess not,” Virian sighed. “But then why is she waiting? There’s not going to be a town left for her to take revenge on. You talked to her, right? Did she say anything?”

“Oh, yes. Many things.”

“We can use that! Like what?”

“How the fuck should I know? I had a bolt in my leg for most of it.” I waved down her simmering frustration, stalked trouserless to the watchtower’s edge and pointed out to the forest. “But she knows what she’s doing, obviously.”

Virian glanced at my bandaged leg, snorted. “Obviously.”

“Yes, obviously,” I snapped back. “Maybe she’s got military experience, I don’t know. But knowing what I do know about her—namely, that she’s a pain in the ass…” I scratched my scar, idly. “She wasn’t counting on me showing up. That’s a complication. I’d bet metal that she’s waiting for the Beast to come a little closer so that she can take full advantage of the panic.”

Virian stood there for a long time—silent, still, staring out over the horizon. If she was smart, she’d be looking for an escape route, some path through the trees she could take her father with and run. If she was stupid, she’d be looking for the home she lost and thinking she’d never get another one. And if she was really stupid…

“Right.” She let out a long breath, turned toward me. “What’s the plan?”

I blinked. “Huh?”

“If they are waiting for the Beast, then we have to stop them before they strike.” Virian pointed, urgent. “There’s no way we’ll be getting the people to safety with bandits and the Beast bearing down on us.”

“There’s no way we’re getting anyone out of anywhere,” I replied, leaning back on the railing. “I didn’t fucking come here to fight bandits. I came here to kill Ro—”

“You can’t just let them die!” Virian interrupted sharply. “You said it yourself, it won’t stop after Paarl’s Hollow!”

“I did and it won’t.”

“And?”

“And neither will the approximate other ten Imperial fuck-loads of bandits prowling the Scar,” I replied. “They’re a fact of life out here.”

“And they’re right here. Right now. Right in front of you. You can kill them, can’t you? The stories say Sal the Cacophony can kill anything! You’ve only seen them once and you probably already know how to stop them!”

She was trying to appeal to my ego. How pathetic.

Not quite as pathetic as the fact that it kind of worked, but still.

“I…” I rubbed my eyes. “I don’t know. They’re not fighters, obviously. Niri is holding them together.”

“So take her out and the rest fall.”

“So young and yet your mastery of the obvious is already so advanced.” I rolled my eyes. “And if it’s fucking clear to you, then you can be sure Niri’s smart enough to know that, too, which is why she’s hiding. I don’t know… you could lure her out or something. She seems emotional.”

“Okay. So that’s our best bet.”

“Your best bet. Your theoretical best bet.” I limped my way over to my pants draped over the railing. “I appreciate what you did for me. But fighting over a town that’s about to be pulped isn’t a good use of either of our time.”

“But… what about all the stories?” Virian pressed, voice shrill and desperate as she hurried after me. “The ones that said Sal the Cacophony could kill anyone? The ones that said Sal the Cacophony routed ten bandit clans in one night? The ones that—”

I whirled on her. Loomed over her. Stared at her through one, scar-kissed eye.

“Tell me,” I whispered, “how many stories have you heard where Sal the Cacophony left a town standing at the end?”

I’d seen this a hundred times, too. The look in her eyes.

That sputtering candlelight in someone’s gaze, flickering and growing dimmer, as they realize an ugly world got uglier. It’s the dropped smile and the cold fear on their face when they realize that killers aren’t heroes, steel isn’t freedom, and no story is ever as good the second time you hear it. I’d seen it on a hundred faces before I saw it on hers.

Funny. Normally it didn’t bother me that much.

But that was another problem I couldn’t afford to deal with. I already had wasted too much time on bandits, blood, and bickering. The Compass Beast was getting closer and my chances of finding Rogo were looking dimmer. I would have asked Virian for her help, but she had that “total collapse of faith in humanity” look going on, so I decided against it.

A sound caught my ear. I glanced to the streets below and saw a flood of people. In wagons, on birdback, on foot—children, bakers, merchants, everyone flooded in a hurried, desperate tide toward the other end of the town.

“Maybe you can follow your friends down there,” I noted. “Seems like they’ve got a better plan.”

She damn near hurled both of us off the watchtower she ran to the railing so fast. Her brow furrowed as she watched the townspeople fleeing.

“What the fuck are they doing?” she muttered. “Why are they all heading for the East Gate? Do they—”

Her eyes drifted to the East and the sprawling forest that yawned out in all directions from it, bisected only by a tiny spit of road that wended its way through the trees.

“That’s stupid. There’s nothing east, but…” Her eyes rose higher, to the tall gray flag—just a scrap of cloth flapping in a breeze—rising out of the trees. “What’s that?”

“A gray flag?” I grunted. “Bandits use that sometimes to ask for a truce.” I glanced back toward the battle where I’d gotten my ass kicked. “Not sure why she would ask for one, since she’s winning, but there’s an old saying about not asking where the good fortune comes from.”

Not that Virian heard it. Or any of what I had just said, actually. Instead, she snatched up her crossbow and went tearing down the watchtower’s stairs. I tried to stop her…

Okay, I thought about trying to stop her.

But of all the nuisances I encountered out here, idealists were the worst. Immune to logic, practicality, or good sense, there was no help for idealists short of shattering their tender worldview—and I always ended up feeling like an asshole after that.

No, I told myself as I limped to the railing and peered down at the tide of humanity fleeing east, better to just let that problem solve itself. Sal the Cacophony wasn’t a savior. Sal the Cacophony hadn’t come here to save anyone. She’d come to find a man who needed to die.

… even though that man might be down in that tide even now, escaping.

… and if there was trouble, there would be way more dead than just him.

… and Virian looked like she thought there was going to be trouble, and she did save my life, and I liked her temper, and…

“Fuck,” I sighed as I limped toward the stairs. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

This. This shit right here? This is the problem with idealists. If you don’t take the time to disabuse them of their naïve and gullible worldviews, you end up with a whole mess of scruples and no one has fucking time for that.

Except Sal the Dumbshit Cacophony, I guess.

And so it was Sal the Dumbshit that went down the stairs. Sal the Time-Wasting Idiot who let out a sharp whistle over the side of the tower. Sal the Come-All-This-Way-to-Kill-a-Guy-and-End-Up-Following-a-Girl-Around-Again who reached for her gun…

… and shortly after Sal the Pantsless came back up the stairs, collected her trousers, and went back down, things started to get hairy.






FIVE

The East Gate

“Virian!”

I wasn’t there when Rogo the Dervish—betrayer, Vagrant, killer—burst out of the East Gate and waded into the tide of people.

“Virian!”

I don’t know what he said in the moments before everything got bad.

“VIRIAN!”

But I like to think that’s what he shouted. Her name. I like to think that’s who he looked for. I like to think…

That what happened that day was an accident.

But whatever he said, I know Rogo came out of the East Gate in the press of bodies, one more unassuming shape in the crowd. I know he pushed his way out of the panic and chaos. I know he didn’t notice the way his neighbors now looked at him with greater fear than the bandits.

“Rathaxes!” He spotted a familiar face in the crowd, glanced his way for but a few seconds before averting his eyes. “Rathaxes! What’s going on!” He ran to his neighbor, lay a hand on his shoulder. “Where’s Virian? What’s—”

“DON’T TOUCH ME!”

Rathaxes pulled away, regarded his old friend with wary fear.

“Rathaxes?” Rogo asked. “What’s wrong?”

“What’s wrong? What’s wrong?” Rathaxes let out a laugh breathless with hysteria. “You’re a fucking Vagrant, Rodaya? All these years, I was living next to a fucking mage?”

“I… it’s complicated, Rathaxes,” Rogo replied. “And here is not the place for it to get simpler. Where is Virian?”

Rathaxes kept his stare wide and his lips sealed.

“RATHAXES!” The last of Rogo’s patience died and was buried under his roar. “Where is Virian?”

“How can I tell you, Rodaya?” Rathaxes snapped. “I don’t even know who you are. You’re a…” He leaned forward, whispered sharply. “Do you know how many of us have lost homes to Vagrants? Families? Loved ones? My own fucking son was burned alive like a fucking spit hog by your vile breed.”

“Rathaxes, I am your neighbor,” Rogo replied, forcing his anger down. “I came to you as your neighbor. I lived with you as your neighbor. And if you never wish to see me again, I will part with you as your enemy, but I am not like the other Vagrants.”

“I saw what you did to Grylla. He was… he was a fool, but he was one of us and you just…” Rathaxes swallowed hard. “Can you tell me you never did that to anyone else, Rodaya?”

“It was necessary.”

“And has it been necessary every time you’ve done it, Rodaya? Can you even remember? Do you even know? Does Virian?”

Without realizing it, Rogo’s hand drifted to the hilt of his sword. And once he put hand to grip, a cold shudder shot through him. He remembered that dark night in that dark place when he’d held this blade, when he’d wielded it against someone he once called a comrade. And he realized two things.

He could never tell Rathaxes that he hadn’t hurt people who hadn’t deserved it.

And his sword was not going to solve this. Just like it hadn’t solved anything that night.

Or so I liked to think.

“Listen, Rodaya,” Rathaxes whispered. “The Children of the Dead have given us an offer to escape if we leave behind tribute. And we’re taking it.”

Rogo’s eyes drifted to Rathaxes’s wagon, still laden with goods and metal, and wondered what tribute had actually been left behind.

“You’ll find no succor from us,” he continued, “but if you’re smart, you’ll take Virian…” He paused. “You’ll see if Virian wants you to take her anywhere and you’ll get the fuck out of here.”

The earth shook under their feet. People were knocked to the ground. Birds squawked, trying to flee with the burdens put upon them. The screaming of the people was drowned beneath a deep, resonant bellow.

The Beast was closer.

“Goodbye, Rodaya,” Rathaxes said, seizing his bird’s reins and turning. “Or whoever the fuck you were.”

Rathaxes, his bird, his possessions, they all became indistinct as he faded into the crowd. Rogo’s hand clenched, the old muscles in his hands telling him of better times—times when a peon like Rathaxes wouldn’t dare turn his back, wouldn’t dare speak to a mage of the Imperium like that.

Wouldn’t it be nice, those old muscles seemed to say, in all the old comforting ways that people who know how to destroy you do, to just… make him tell you?

It would, he agreed.

He set off after Rathaxes—neighbors or no, Virian’s well-being was at stake. It wouldn’t take much—a few broken fingers, maybe a femur. Effortless. And if Rathaxes didn’t know, or wouldn’t say, someone else would. They were all smaller, slower, dumber, weaker—and Virian was still missing.

If that was how it had to be, then that was how it had to be.

Or at least… I like to think he thought that.

It’s hard not to, carrying steel like ours.

Rogo pushed through the crowd after Rathaxes. But he couldn’t recognize his neighbor as the tide became a stream of desperate people and their belongings fleeing down the road. He couldn’t recognize any of the horrified, disgusted, or furious faces that dared to meet his eyes.

There was Tanil, and Marle Clever and her children, and young Benthis—he knew them by shape and distant memory. But had they always been this small? This frail? This ruled by emotions? Next to Virian, they had always seemed quaint, but now that they were keeping her from him, he couldn’t see neighbors anymore. He couldn’t see humans.

All he could see was a sea of nuls standing between him and…

“Virian!”

Brown hair. Slight frame. There she was, hurrying along with the rest of them. He pushed through the crowd to get to her.

“Virian!” he shouted. She did not stop.

He shoved aside Rhel, who held up his rake like that was going to do anything.

“Virian!” he screamed. She did not stop.

He pushed past Andilia, whose children cowered behind her skirts as he passed.

“VIRIAN!” he roared. And she still did not stop.

He went through them, their horrified faces and their cringing eyes, until he came up to her. She tried to bolt. She couldn’t run. He had to explain to her. He had to make this right. His hand shot out, caught her by the shoulder.

“Virian,” he said, “why are—”

He seized her, whirled her around.

It wasn’t her.

“Oh,” he said, “I’m…”

She struck him. As hard, as desperate, as terrified as she could, she struck him across the face, pushed away from him, backed away with her tiny fists up. He pressed a hand to his cheek, to the three red lines her nails had carved across his face. He looked back at her: tiny, pathetic, weak, terrified.

And yet, she’d fight him. As desperately as though he were a monster.

“There’s been a mistake,” he said.

“Stay away from me!” she screamed.

“Please, I’m just trying to find Virian.”

He reached out. A hand proffered in plea, in apology, in anything that would find his daughter. He held it there. The woman stared at it, suspicious. He did not move. The wind shifted. A breeze sang past his ear. There was a soft thunk sound, like a child’s toy ball falling down the stairs.

And the woman fell to the dust.

The crossbow bolt quivered as she did.

“What the fuck did I tell you?”

And then, they came.

“Your metal or your life.”

Flooding out of the forests, steel in hand and paint on their faces, a legion of skulls and ghosts and whites and blacks slithering out of the shadows between the trees, fairy tales and bad dreams come alive.

“And what did you fuckers choose?”

They crashed, this ghostly tide, into the panicked townspeople. Blades flashed. Blood spilled. Those who dropped and ran sometimes got away. Those who held weapons were picked off by crossbow bolts. Those who stayed with their possessions and pleaded for mercy…

“Every time. Every fucking time you choose your money.”

The screams couldn’t drown out her voice.

Dread Niri stood at the mouth of the forest, leaning on her stick, the river of bad dreams swarming out around her. Through one eye, she watched the slaughter, bemusement playing under her war paint.

“You chose it instead of us.”

A bandit burst from the undergrowth, charged through the ranks of the Children, swung his sword high above his head as he rushed for Rathaxes’s wagon.

“You chose it instead of your own blood.”

Rathaxes fell against his wheel, held up a hand in feeble defense. The bandit closed in, shrieking and waving his weapon.

“May it bring you comfort when you arrive at the black table.”

The bandit’s sword fell. Rathaxes screamed. Steel sang out.

Both the bandit and his quarry shared a fleeting moment, both perplexed why Rathaxes wasn’t dead. Rogo answered, stepping in front of his old neighbor, his blade shining and black in his hand.

The bandit grinned, pleased at the promise of future bloodshed. He let out a cry that Rogo didn’t hear. Did something Rogo didn’t see. His eyes were full of purple light. And his ears…

His ears were full of the Lady’s song.

The bandit stiffened suddenly, stared down in confusion at the black sword blade jutting from his chest. He dropped his blade, feebly groped at his back, before someone rudely shoved him off of the sword and let his carcass fall to the earth and stain it.

Rogo the Dervish watched the bandit’s body fall before looking back up.

Rogo the Dervish stood before him, flicking the bandit’s blade from his blade before glancing at Rogo the Dervish expectantly. Along with the seven other Rogos that had just appeared.

They spared a brief nod for each other before turning to face the onslaught of bandits, raising their swords, and getting to their bloody work.

A bowstring snapped. A crossbow bolt shrieked toward Miss Dandeline’s wagon. She shrieked, held her children close. Wind parted, steel sang. The archer, forty feet away, blinked as Rogo the Dervish stepped forward and cleaved the bolt from the sky with his blade. And then she screamed as Rogo the Dervish swept out of the trees to her right and did the same to her.

A chorus of bandits, howling with anguish, descended from the hills, rushing toward the Gonares family. Rogo the Dervish stepped to meet them, beating back their blades with his own, noting each time one of them fell as Rogo the Dervish stalked behind and struck them down, one by one.

Where spears stabbed, Rogo the Dervish was there to cut them and their wielders apart. Where bolts and arrows flew, Rogo the Dervish appeared to strike them from the sky and carve the archers apart. Where swords clashed, where war cries tore from lips, where axes fell, there was Rogo. And Rogo. And Rogo.

The Mirrormage’s art is not well understood. Humans are finite things, not meant to split apart like that. Seeing through more than one person’s eyes, controlling more limbs than just your own—it takes a toll. Some are driven to madness, others simply lose themselves somewhere in the many copies they’ve made and discarded.

Rogo was not like them. The Empress would not have bestowed that black blade, now slick with a dozen different bloods on it, to such an amateur. And yet, at some point during the battle, between the sound of the Lady’s Song in his ears and the screaming of his former neighbors, Rogo looked over the field.

And I wonder, seeing his six tiny copies of whirling black blades lost in the rush of steel and war paint, if he realized how long it had been since he had held a blade.

He had once held off a Revolutionary incursion with only three of himself. Now with six, he could barely hold back a common bandit clan. If this kept up—

“Father!”

“Virian?”

He turned and saw her running toward him. Her clothes were stained with brown and red. Her hair was mussed. That massive fucking crossbow she loved so much was in her hands and her quiver was half empty.

Had she been fighting? He should have never bought that fucking thing for her.

“Father!” she shouted as she approached. “You need to stop fighting! You need to get everyone away from here!”

“Get back to town, Virian,” he said. “The others are fleeing, but—”

“They’re not fleeing! This isn’t a fucking truce!” she screamed. “She was never going to let anyone go!” She seized him by the shoulder, shook him as hard as she could. “You have to get them to go back, father!”

He grimaced. “Impossible. Please, just do as I say.”

“Father, you can’t fight them! The roads, they’re—”

“NOW, VIRIAN!” he roared. “I can handle this. I am not some common peasant. I am—”

“ROGO THE DERVISH!”

… okay, so that’s not exactly how it happened—timing like that doesn’t happen anywhere but in opera.

But someone did shout his name. And he did look up. And at the sight of the angry woman with the magic gun rushing toward him atop a giant, angry bird?

Well, I can’t say for sure, but I like to think, at that moment, some small part of him somewhere inside him knew just how absolutely fucked he was.

Virian screamed my name. Or screamed something, anyway. But I couldn’t hear her.

I wish I could tell you it was because of the thunder of Congeniality’s feet and her squawking anger as she leapt over and through bandits in her mad charge. I wish I could tell you it was the battle raging. But truth was, I barely noticed the battle. Or the people cowering. Or the bodies on the road.

All I could see was Rogo the Dervish, standing on the road before me, astonishment on his face like he never thought I’d find him here.

All I could hear was the sound of blood hammering my ears and my teeth grinding and my muscles tensing as every part of me screamed out for his blood.

And all I could feel was the ache in my scars. The steel in my hand. The shock of the impact running down my arm as I spurred Congeniality forward, took my blade in hand and thrust it six inches into Rogo’s heart.

Blood has a way of making time slow down.

Not like they tell you in the operas. It’s not some dramatic thing when everything stops so you can have a monologue. No. It makes time slow down in the same way that any disaster does: by carving the image into your heart.

Rogo stiffened on my blade, his mouth gaping wide in a scream he’d been holding in for years, his eyes trembling behind his glasses like he still couldn’t believe it was me killing him, the sword in his hand…

The same fucking sword he used against me…

It fell to the ground and lay there in the dust.

Where his blood should have been. And wasn’t.

I take back what I said about time slowing down. It’s not like a disaster, it’s like sex. First comes the intense, exciting parts. Then someone puts something inside someone and then the rest is shit.

I jerked my blade free from his chest. Rogo fell to the ground. The confusion clawed at his eyes, desperate for an escape. But that diminished, along with everything else, and he slumped to the earth and promptly vanished in a brief burst of light.

Fucking Mirrormages.

“A copy.” I jerked hard at Congeniality’s reins—the madam gets a little irritated when she gets all worked up and there’s no blood. I scowled out over the scene of carnage, picked out no less than five Rogos. This is why you need to catch the fuckers by surprise. “Fucking great. Now I’m going to have to—”

Sorry, I was interrupted because I had to kick Virian in the chest.

Which was preferable to screaming my tits off in pain.

Which I only did because punching people in their recently bandaged crossbow-bolt wounds is apparently something they do out here.

“You little fucking…” I bit back my curses, my screams, and my tears as I rubbed at my wounded leg where she had just punched me. “What the fuck was that for?”

“WE’RE IN A FUCKING AMBUSH!” she shouted from the ground where I had shoved her.

“Oh, are you? I couldn’t tell with all the violence and bloodshed,” I snapped. “Get behind something and keep your fucking head down. I’m here to—”

“To what? To help?” She scrambled to her feet, met my eyes. I wasn’t ready for how much hate they could hold. “No. No, you came here to kill. Like every story fucking says you do.”

I rolled my eyes. This was the other problem with idealists: they choose the worst fucking times to be moral.

“Yes, motherfucker, I’m a killer,” I replied. “I’m a fucking weapon. And at the moment, I’m pointed in the direction of the people who need to die. The man who owns that copy I just killed is dangerous. He’s a monster, a murderer, a—”

“He’s my FATHER.”

My blood ran cold. My eyes couldn’t remember how to blink. For a terrible moment, all the sounds of battle and anguish and bloodshed drained away and left me with a cold silence. In it, her hatred echoed, clear and resonant.

In a perfect world, this wouldn’t have ever happened—I wouldn’t have met her. In a good world, I would have thanked her for her help, left her, and disappeared. In a world with any kind of decency, I wouldn’t have done this to her, wouldn’t have let her think I was a good person, wouldn’t have put that hate in her eyes…

But this was the Scar.

“Your father…”

And the Scar was where good things die.

“Is a monster.”

And bad people walk.

“And I am going to kill him.”

A kinder woman would have lied. A gentler woman would have explained. But I wasn’t those. I was Sal the Cacophony.

And she already knew the stories.

Her hands tightened around her crossbow, trembling. My hand twitched as I bit back the reflex to reach for the Cacophony. The gun seared in his sheath, hot and furious and begging me to draw it on this girl who dared stand against us. He burned. He hurt.

But I wouldn’t draw him.

Not unless she made me.

I held her eyes. I pushed out the screams and the chaos. I sat there atop my bird. I stared down at her. I watched her tremble. I watched her feet shuffle. I watched the hate and the terror and the hurt fight in her eyes. I watched the hurt win.

And only then did I let myself breathe.

Hate would destroy her. Terror would destroy everything around her. But hurt… she could live with hurt. She’d never forgive me. But I could live with that.

What I couldn’t live with is seeing a girl with that scar, those eyes, this many shits to give throwing everything good in her life away for something like this.

“Where are you… hey! You dumb asshole!”

So, it was pretty fucking rude how she ran past me and into the battle.

In fairness, though, I was pretty fucking dumb to go chasing after her.

I kicked Congeniality’s flanks, fought with her as she squawked and struggled to turn around. With another shriek, she went barreling into the fracas with as much grace as a gigantic murderbird could muster.

We tore into the throng of steel and blood. Spears thrust at me, found my blade beating them back. Crossbows sang, found only empty air as we sped through. One particularly bold or stupid bandit rushed toward me, blade in hand, and found only a very large beak clamping on his neck as Congeniality shook him like a chew toy.

She flexed her neck, tossed him deeper into the fracas, and with a squawk, tore off after him.

I’d have stopped her, but it’s adorable when she’s having fun like this.

Together, we leapt into the fray. Whatever hope of a clean fight I might have had was buried under the press of bodies and the spatter of blood. Congeniality shrieked and squawked excitedly, raking at bandits with her talons and crushing limbs in her beak. My sword-arm went numb from beating back blades and slicing through chests, the other arm quickly following as I tried to control Congeniality from snapping as terrified townspeople rushed past.

Some back to town. Some out into the forest. Some scrabbling to collect whatever possessions they could before disappearing into the grasses and trees.

Many didn’t get the chance to run.

As a woman with a spear disappeared under Congeniality’s talons, the carnage thinned out enough for me to take a breath of stale sweat and blood-spattered wood. My muscles ached and my breath ran sharp and ragged in my throat; it felt like I had been in this battle for hours, watching bodies either fall or flee, but the chaos made the crowd seem thicker.

Bodies were pressed protectively against wagons. People fell clutching clocks and baubles, spears jammed through their treasures and into their chests. Terrified townspeople lingered on the edges of the battle, staring desperately for an opportunity to dive back in and collect their trinkets. The metal—the gold, the silver, the tin—lay where it fell, clutched in the hands of those who had refused to give it up even as they died.

Why aren’t they running? I thought. Those stupid fucks, is this what Niri was talking about?

I’d have asked. But there was only one person nearby who I could.

And he was currently trying to kill me.

Heat at my hip, surging through leather and into my flesh. A brass voice hissing into my ear on a voice full of steam.

“Behind you.”

I whirled in the saddle, my sword meeting his in a spray of sparks. Rogo leapt away, shock playing on his face.

“Thought I wouldn’t remember that, Rogo?” I asked, grinning through the blood painting my face. “Thought I wouldn’t remember how you like striking from behind?” I spat onto the ground, wheeled Congeniality around. “I was there when you came up with that, you piece of shit.”

“Salazanca,” he began, “this is not the place for—”

“If this wasn’t the place, you shouldn’t have decided to be here,” I spat back. “Did you think I was going to let it go, Rogo? Did you think I wasn’t going to come looking for you?”

He paused. “Yes. I did. I moved on from that night.”

“The night you took the sky from me? The night you looked me in the eyes, after all the battles and all the blood we spilled together, and raised your sword against me?” I pulled down my collar, bared the scarred flesh twisting down my collarbone. “The night you gave me this? THAT FUCKING NIGHT, ROGO?”

“That night was… not my fault.”

“Well, shit, good to hear. Guess I’ve been upset over nothing this whole time.” I slid the Cacophony out, aimed. “Just for the record, though, the mess I’m about to make out of you is totally my fault and I promise to clean you off the road when I get around to it.”

There’s a moment on a man’s face right before you pull the trigger when everything in him evaporates. You see his face squirming, his eyes twitching, his mouth fumbling for the right apology, the right plea, the right logic to make this all go away. And drop by drop, in the span of a second, they all turn to steam and disappear in the noonday sun and all that’s left is those big, unblinking eyes realizing just how fucked they are.

I’m not saying it’s the greatest feeling in the world. But since today had been shit, I was willing to take it.

I pulled the trigger.

The hammer clicked.

And the sky exploded.

The shell shot out, striking the earth where Rogo had once stood. He himself leapt out of the way, which is a great plan when you’re fighting people without guns that shoot magic.

When you’re fighting Sal the Cacophony, you don’t get to run.

The shell struck the earth, exploded. In a single, hoary breath, the air turned so cold as to drink the sun. On frigid feet, frost erupted across the ground, becoming first a patch of ice, then a spike, and as fast as it took to exhale a cloud of cold, it burst into an icy garden, trees and flowers of freezing blue spikes.

Rogo narrowly avoided being skewered by an azure spear as he darted backward. He glanced at me from behind his glasses.

“Your aim has gotten worse, Salazanca,” he said. “If this is what you’ve come to do, perhaps you should save us both some embarrassment.”

“Who’s embarrassed? I’m not embarrassed.” I drew, aimed, squeezed. “I’m a fucking typhoon.”

The hammer clicked. The shell flew. Rogo leapt. But I wasn’t aiming for him.

The air exploded, shimmering with sound. A hundred angry trumpets fighting to be heard, ten thousand people screaming in unison, the sound of the greatest building in the world crumbling; years later, I still wasn’t sure the best way to describe the sound of Discordance. It’s a noisy, angry, imprecise shell.

But you can’t argue with the results.

The wall of sound erupted across the ice, shattering its many spikes and sending hundreds of jagged, shrieking missiles through the air. On soft, hissing whispers, they fled in a thousand different directions, punching through wood, earth, and skin.

I didn’t hear the sounds of them, the injured and the dying. Those would be for my dreams later. My eyes, my arms, and my gun were for the man exposed by the Cacophony’s carnage. Exposed. And vulnerable.

Clouds of white mist swirled around Rogo, hissing from the jagged icicles decorating the battlefield in red and blue shards. And for a brief moment, as I beheld the silhouette of him, I could see him. The same way I saw him that dark night.

That night when he stood, a comrade and friend among comrades and friends. That night when he took my hand in his and spared me one of the smiles he never offered anyone. That night when that hand that I’d pulled out of trenches and fires and bodies so thick the birds feasted for days, took up that black blade and spilled me with it. My blood. My power.

My sky.

And in that moment, I very much wanted to kill him.

But as the wind took the mist and the sun caught his shadow, he didn’t look like that anymore. He stood there, his sword lowered into the dirt, sweat down his brow, blood spattering the cracked lenses of his glasses. He was breathing too hard, looking too weak to be the Rogo I knew. But I knew that wound in his side. I knew that blood weeping out between his fingers as he tried to stanch it.

And I knew I had him.

I kicked Congeniality’s flanks. She looked up from whatever poor fucker she had been chewing on and swung her yellow eyes toward my target. With a cry that I genuinely couldn’t tell was me or her, we rushed toward him.

I said a Mirrormage’s art was a poorly understood one and I meant it. Hundreds of people have died fighting these fuckers, never knowing which one is the real one and which one is a copy. But Mirrormagic is still magic and magic has rules. And the number two rule of fighting a Mirrormage?

Their copies don’t bleed.

Smart bandits ran to get out of way, dumb bandits ran to get trampled beneath Congeniality’s talons. Rogo’s eyes flitted, searching for an escape, and coming to the same conclusion I did. He raised his sword, planted his feet, prepared himself.

My grip tightened on my blade. My pulse quickened. The pain and blood and everything seeped away until all that was left in me was anger. Hot. Hungry. Alive.

It burned in my grip, in my chest, in my very bird.

Until I caught a flash of movement out the corner of my eye.

And promptly had it all kicked out of me.

Someone came flying out of the mist. A foot caught my jaw, rattled my skull, knocked the feeling out of me. I fell from Congeniality’s saddle, tumbled onto the earth, too numb from the blow to feel the impact.

I rolled with the blow as long as I could, scrambled for the rest, got to my feet, and beheld my assailant.

Rogo the fucking Dervish. Of course.

I forgot the number three rule of fighting Mirrormages: they’re fucking mages who can turn themselves into more of themselves so…

I looked around for Congeniality, not unreasonably figuring that a giant fucking bird would be pretty handy right now. But she had just kept going and already had found something new to chew on.

Fuck. Shit. FINE.

I raised my sword, stood shakier than I wanted to. But as beat up as I was, he had it worse, courtesy of the big fucking shard of ice he pulled out of his side. Rogo the Dervish stood, bloodied blade in hand, alongside Rogo the Dervish, as Rogo the Dervish emerged from the mist to add his sword to his own.

FUCKING Mirrormages.

One of his copies flew at me, rushing with blade upheld and ready to strike. I caught the blow with my own blade, batted it away, shoved the copy off, and made a break for the real one. I couldn’t get bogged down with his copies while he escaped—my only chance was to take out the real one.

My leg throbbed, my heart rasped as I barreled toward him, my sword aimed for his neck. He caught it, but not swiftly. Our blades trembled as I pressed mine closer to his throat. I could feel his arm buckling, his body trembling.

Another second, I would have had my sword in his neck. But someone had to go and ruin all that.

His copy’s blade broke our deadlock with a thrust I narrowly escaped. I darted, my leg searing as I did. His copy wouldn’t let up, pressing me back with each thrust, slice, and stab. I parried, blocked, sidestepped, my muscles slowing me down, but the copy never went for the killing blow.

Killing me would have taken time and focus he couldn’t afford. He was trying to delay me. With every feint and dodge I tried, the real, bleeding Rogo limped a little farther away.

I lunged, his copy caught my blade, pushed me back.

Rogo—the real, bleeding Rogo—tried to limp away.

I lunged for him, his copy caught me. I tried to dart around, his copy was there. Every strike was met, every dodge was countered. And each time I failed, the copy drove me back another step.

Clever. The thoughts came between clashes of steel and surges of pain up my leg. Always so fucking clever, you little shit. His copy thrust, drove me back two paces. Trying to put distance between us won’t work. I hunted you down over two years. A few more seconds won’t—

The wind shifted. The cries ebbed. I heard something behind me.

Wait.

The thought came as all the important ones did: soft, sudden, and desperate.

There were three.

I whirled without thinking, thrust without looking. My sword found a chest, pushed until the hilt met flesh. Rogo the Dervish held his sword aloft in shaking hands, his eyes fluttering as he tried to take in the sight of the sword grip jutting out of his chest. He turned a befuddled stare back at me before he dropped his sword and disappeared in a flash of light.

A scream cut through the air. A pain so deep and so dear that it rose above the rest of the carnage.

I turned, saw flashes of brightness as the remaining copies disappeared. Rogo was collapsed on his knees far away, clutching his chest. And screaming. He threw his head back in agony, clawed at his clothes until they shredded.

I saw the wound in his side. The skin of his flank was translucent, drained of blood and bone and organ, and had left behind only something brittle. His Barter; he’d used too much magic, lost too many copies.

His entire body trembled as he stared in disbelief at the glass-like substance in his side. He reached down with a shaking hand, as if he couldn’t believe it was actually there. His fingers alighted briefly upon the glass.

And it shattered.

“All this running…”

He looked up from the fragments that had once been his skin, scattered carelessly on the blood-stained earth. I advanced toward him, sword in my hand and smile on my face.

“All this fucking fleeing, this cowardly running, and you’re still going to die,” I said.

He started to crawl away.

“Even now?” I shouted. “Even fucking now? You’re going to run? You’re going to act like you don’t deserve this?” I gestured out to the carnage. “Did I deserve this, Rogo?” I pulled my collar down, showed the scar. “DID I?”

He didn’t answer. Didn’t get up. Didn’t even fucking look at me.

“That’s fine,” I whispered as I closed in on him. “Die with your eyes in the dirt or on the sky. I don’t fucking care. But when you go to the black table, Rogo, and in every agonizing second it takes you to bleed out, I want you to remember this.”

I raised my sword. I aimed for the spot right between his shoulders.

“You earned this steel. Every inch.”

Okay, so…

Contrary to what I’ve been telling you, fighting Vagrants isn’t as simple as following a set of convenient rules. It certainly helps, but there are other factors to consider: vigor, terrain, morale, you know the ones. That said, while most of them are a little opaque, there are a few rules that are just plain sensible, no matter what situation you’re in: watch your back, get plenty of rest, and most pertinently…

Wait until after you’ve killed them to make your big, dramatic speeches.

Glass shattered. Flame erupted. A wagon I hadn’t noticed suddenly belched out great tongues of flame, green-tinged tips licking at the fallen goods, the dried trees, the dead bodies.

“What the fuck did I tell you, Cacophony?” Dread Niri’s voice, shrill and sharp, carried over a smoke-tinged sky. She stood not far away, a small squadron of bandits armed with unusual-looking flasks standing nearby. “Didn’t I fucking say they’d choose their metal? Their precious little trinkets?”

I glanced back. Rogo had disappeared behind the flames. But he was wounded. I could still get him if I hurried.

“And what else did I tell you, Cacophony?”

And if this bitch would shut her fucking face.

“I told you to stay out of it! This isn’t your fight!”

“I agree,” I replied as I fished out a shell and jammed it into the Cacophony’s chamber. I aimed, squinted, drew a bead right on their little panicked faces. “So kindly fuck off and die so I can get back to mine.”

“Wait! No! We’re carrying—”

If she had said “highly volatile alchemics,” I probably wouldn’t have pulled the trigger.

But it was an awfully long word and I was in a mood.

The hammer clicked. Brass sang. The shell flew across the battlefield.

Fire followed.

The Hellfire shell exploded, a burst of cackling flame that filled the air like a drunk laughing too loud at his own joke. Flames reached out in great claws to caress skin and earth and wood and leave behind blackened, smoldering messes. And with every sound the flame swallowed, with every body that disappeared beneath its red fingers, it grew.

The flames swept across the battlefield. Desperate defenses and furious assaults alike were abandoned, every bandit and townsperson and bird suddenly swept into the same slavering blob of terror as they struggled over each other, abandoning their possessions and their steel alike in a desperate bid to flee back to town, back to the woods, back to anywhere that wasn’t currently being swallowed by flame.

“ROGO!”

But I didn’t care.

“ROGO!”

I didn’t care about the smoke in my lungs as I screamed or the heat licking at my beaten body.

“ROGO!”

All I cared about was that name, that blade, that man who I had hunted for so many days of tracking down leads and breaking arms and so many nights of dreamless sleep and cold aches on my scar…

Gone.

Not dead. I’d know if he were dead. But gone. Fled. Run. Hidden. Who gave a shit how he did it, Rogo the Dervish was fucking gone and I was so fucking close and now all I had to show for it was a mouthful of smoke and hands trembling with rage and a sword that wasn’t nearly bloodied enough.

And no one—NO ONE—to take it out on.

Until I saw her. Skinny, blackened, her clothes burned into black scraps and her skin painted red with heat and that big, blue spellwritten eye of hers.

A nice blue sign flashing “come kick the shit out of me,” bright and glowing even in the darkness of the woods as she fled back into the trees.

I didn’t think as I set off to follow her, walking through the flames and the carnage. I didn’t think about what I had been doing or where my quarry had gone or the big fucking monster about to crush us all. I thought only about my muscles bunched up so tight they hurt and my scar aching on my chest and my great fucking gun still whispering on a voice of steam and cinders.

Rather nice of her to invite us to follow her like that, it said. Let’s not keep her waiting, yes?

And without thinking, I muttered in reply.

“Let’s not.”






SIX

The Scar

Life isn’t like opera.

I know that seems obvious, what with how often I say it, but people never seem to quite get it.

I know they think they get it. After all, it doesn’t take the greatest mind to realize that the painted actors, the sweeping musical numbers, the magical effects are all fake. But where everyone fucks up is in thinking that opera is emotional, raw, and heavy to alleviate from the trudgery of a world that keeps on going beyond a velvet curtain.

But it’s the other way around.

Opera is clean. Opera is neat. Opera is satisfying. The actors come out, tell you their problems, you watch them figure things out and eventually it ends. Sometimes the hero dies, sometimes they don’t. Sometimes love is the answer, sometimes it isn’t. But every opera eventually ends.

People don’t.

People are messy. People contradict themselves. People lie for good reasons, tell truths for bad reasons, and even if you do everything right and say all the right words and speak to the right people, it can all come crumbling down. All it takes is the wrong word at the right moment for the worst reason.

Opera isn’t there to make you feel like you’re boring. Opera is there to show you what life would be like if everyone did what they said they’d do.

It’s all lies—pretty lies, important lies, necessary lies—but if you learn only one truth from this story, let it be this.

People don’t end when you put them in the ground.

They’d call what happened outside of Paarl’s Hollow by a lot of different names. The Hollow Massacre. The Children’s Revenge. In some versions, I laid waste to an entire town trying to escape. In others, I wasn’t even there. And in the hard times that would follow, maybe I’d lose track of which parts were true, myself.

I wasn’t there for what happened when Rogo the Dervish, trailing twinkling fragments of glass from his wound, pulled himself free of the carnage. I don’t know what happened that made him do what he did. No one does. No one knows what he thought or said or felt.

Maybe I’m just trying to make sense of it, myself.

But here’s what I think happened. What I hoped would happen. What I knew wouldn’t happen.

The night that fell over Paarl’s Hollow was darker than normal. The lights inside the town were few and dim—many had escaped into the woods, many more hadn’t. The woods outside the East Gate were blackened by ash and flame, limbs of seared and devastated trees stretching upward as though they were begging an empty sky for help.

Rogo probably looked at that sky. Mapping constellations had been his hobby, even back in the military. When we went out drinking to celebrate grinding some poor fuckers into the earth, he would go onto the roof of the barracks with his copy of Edevard’s Alamanac of the Heavens and map them.

He found it soothing, he said, to find the harmony in their multitudes.

Pretentious little prick.

But on that night, there were no stars. They were masked behind smoke-choked clouds. Or maybe they couldn’t bear to look down and see the mess he and I had made.

And I wonder…

As much as I hate myself for it.

I wonder how he felt looking up at that same familiar sky and not recognizing it anymore. I wonder if it hurt.

Possibly.

I’ll tell you this much, though, it couldn’t have hurt worse than the gaping wound in his side.

He ran his fingers along it, pulled back the tiniest of cuts. The edges of his wound were shattered glass, sharp and spiteful. And inside the parts of him that were still flesh, the blood and skin throbbed angrily against the chill of the night. He’d treated it as best he could—cleaned it and bound it, enduring the feeling of glass slivers sliding deeper into his body. But he knew it was nothing more than a hole in the road on the way to death.

Mirrormages aren’t discharged from the Imperium. There’s never been one who made it to the end of their duty. They simply fight until they break. The battlefields are littered with the glistening shards that had once been Mirrormages.

I wonder if that’s what made Rogo do what he did: traded his life of wealth and glory for one of chores and bills. Maybe the novelty of being the very first Mirrormage to die of natural causes (or as natural as they get for a mage) was alluring to him.

“Rodaya.”

But I know that’s not why.

He looked up at the sound of her voice, hiding his wound. It was instinct, not pride, that made him do it. He’d never let her see him injured. She’d never snuck up on him before.

“Virian,” he said, clutching his wound, “you shouldn’t—”

A scream. The shards moved inside him, cut at the sinew and skin. He collapsed to his knees, wincing. A grimace painted his face, he shut his eyes tight, awaiting the sting of her comforts. For years he’d been unshakable, invincible in her eyes. He couldn’t bear to see that slip away from her as she tended to his wound.

Only… she didn’t.

He opened his eyes. Virian hadn’t moved from where she stood. She stared at him. Neither fear nor hatred in her eyes, she simply stared, unmoving and tense, ready to run if he moved.

And even though I wasn’t there… I know of no wound I could give a man that would hurt as bad as that look.

Every Vagrant knows it. Every Vagrant’s seen it.

We all made the same decision to turn our backs on the Imperium. We all struck out to carve a new life from the Scar. We all knew that nothing gets carved from the Scar without a lot of blood.

But sometimes… sometimes, someone comes into your life who makes you want to forget.

Every Vagrant has someone like that: someone who makes them think beyond money and liquor, someone who makes the wars and the bloodshed seem trivial and pointless, someone who you can’t protect with magic alone.

We take them into our lives. We pretend we can leave it behind. We pretend that they’re all we need, or ever will need. And then something happens. A fight, a memento, a few drunken confessions—it doesn’t matter what, the outcome is always the same.

That person we try to leave our swords behind for finds our names, our scars, and suddenly they realize that the person they thought we were isn’t who we are. They realize we have a body count a mile long behind us and they wonder—even if they try their hardest not to—what strange quirk of fate was it that kept them from becoming just another corpse left in a Vagrant’s wake.

Every Vagrant knows the look that Virian gave Rogo.

Because every Vagrant has someone like Virian at some point.

And every Vagrant loses her.

“I’m…” Rogo, swallowing back the pain, steadied himself on his feet, addressed his daughter. “I’m glad you’re safe.”

“You too.” A pause. Painfully long. And a name. “Rodaya.”

“You’ve never called me that before.”

“You’ve never been that before,” she replied. Her voice was soft, cold. Snow falling on a dead bird. “Are you that now?”

“Of course I am. I have always—”

“No.”

“What?”

“No. You’re not.”

“Virian, don’t be ridiculous.”

“I’m not being ridiculous.”

“We don’t have time to—”

“What’s your real name?”

Rogo recoiled, stung. “What?”

“Is it really Rodaya Lowhill? Are we really from a village called Lowhill? Are you?”

“Virian…”

“How are you able to use magic? Could you always do it? Have you always been a mage?”

“That’s enough.”

“Why are you fighting with Sal the—”

“THAT’S ENOUGH!”

A roar. And another scream. The shards shifted inside him, cut tender meat. He collapsed, first to his knees and then to his face. Waves of red-hot agony washed over him as he hauled himself to a nearby rock and laid against it. Sweat caked his brow, his breath came wet and sopping, his fingers were stained with his own life. Every twitch of muscle was pain.

“Virian…”

And yet, he still struggled to speak.

“Virian…”

To explain.

“Virian…”

To say what he needed to say. As the blood wept from his wound. And the night grew darker.

I heard once that killers don’t dream.

There comes a point where you’ve spilled so much blood that it floods every part of you: smothers your heart, drowns your dreams. I don’t think it’s true. Or if it is, I don’t think I’ve done enough to hit that point.

But I do know that you don’t dream of pleasurable things, if you kill enough. Fights can run for hours or days or sometimes you just never stop fighting them. You fight them in your sleep, in your dreams, running through them over and over, feeling the same push of air as you swing a sword, the same shock running down your arm as it hits someone, the same fire racing through your skin when steel finds it.

Or, at least, I do.

And I wonder, sometimes, if Rogo dreams of the same thing.

I wonder if he dreams of that night. Of what happened down there.

“But to do what you propose…” Rogonoroth, as he was back then, said. “Summoning is already a reckless art. Even you have trouble controlling it, Prodigy. To draw a Scrath out is one thing, to make it an Emperor…”

His words still rang out in my dreams. Echoing steel in the dark.

His words.

“What if we could summon it… without a host? What if we could summon it in its purest form?”

Vraki’s.

“It falls to us to honor the sacrifices of those who came before and those who will come after.”

… Jindu’s.

That’s what we’d come down there for. Or so I thought. Words. Ideas. Great plans for great dreams for the Imperium we’d all turn our backs on and go Vagrant. We’d given the Empress everything from Barters to bodies and in exchange, she’d given us a nul heir. A king without magic, to whom all mages would be expected to bend the knee.

It was an outrage. A betrayal. A defilement. All the big words people use to convince themselves the things they’re going to do are necessary.

I was in that dark place. I was there with those dark words. I heard about how we were going to make a new Emperor. A new Imperium. One that honored the mages who’d built it.

And I heard what they were going to take from me to do it.

“It is the only way.”

Vraki.

“I suppose it is.”

Rogo.

“I’m sorry.”

Jindu.

I can remember their voices, clear as their faces. Is that what Rogo dreamed of, too, when he had fallen from the pain? Did he remember regret? Remorse? Did he remember the darkness of that cold place? The great ambitions that led us down there?

Or did he remember only the wound I gave him before they took the sky from me?

I don’t know.

I don’t think I’ll ever know.

But on that night… the night before Paarl’s Hollow was ended and everything went wrong… the night before Rogo the Dervish and Rodaya Lowhill both disappeared…

I hope he did.

Clink.

I don’t know how Rogo got back on his feet, either. But somehow, he came out of that blood-drenched darkness. Alive.

Clink.

Maybe it’s the simplest explanation… or maybe I just want it to be true… but I like to think he awoke to warm hands, cold tweezers and the sickly smell of his daughter tending to his wounds.

Clink.

“Virian?” he groaned, fluttering back to consciousness.

“Don’t move,” she replied, voice cold and clinical as the forceps in her fingers. She carefully reached them into his wound, pried free a shard of glass. “I haven’t gotten all of them yet.”

She dropped the shard into a tin dish to land atop a pile painted crimson with his blood, a morbid stained glass window, disjointed and awkward. He’d never wanted her to know about this. About him. He’d feared for her. And now she was prying it out of him without even blinking.

“Are these… you?” she asked, looking at the glass shard. “Is this your magic?”

I like to think he didn’t lie. I like to think he looked at her, then at his wound, and came to the same realization every Vagrant comes to. And I like to think…

I like to think that, in those moments, at least they trusted each other.

“My Barter.”

He met her gaze. He spoke plainly. He bled into her hands.

“The Lady Merchant takes it from me,” he replied, “and in exchange…”

He made a vague gesture toward the devastation surrounding the town.

Virian stared at the tin of glass. “Does it hurt?”

He nodded. “It does.”

“If you don’t stop… does it happen to the rest of you?”

“It does.”

“And you tried to stop… for me?”

He opened his mouth, a rehearsed lie crawling up his craw. Some story about how she was the light of his life, how she’d shown him things he never thought he’d know. He’d rehearsed it, over and over in his head for the day she’d find out, ready to let it out with all and say the words that would make everything better.

And yet…

“No,” he said, painfully soft. “You were the reason I built the basement, the reason I hid everything, but I stopped…” He frowned. “I stopped because I was tired of killing.”

She sat. She stared. She did not run.

And so he spoke.

“I am not Rodaya Lowhill. I am…” He shook his head. “I was Rogonoroth yun Shouth. A Mirrormage in service to the Imperium. I slew many people in the name of my empress.”

She stared at the ground. “Did they deserve it?”

“I did not ask. I never asked. Not until…” He drew in a deep breath. “I made a choice, Virian. Long ago, I made a choice to pick up this sword and wield it against someone.”

He pulled his shirt aside.

“And I have been living with that choice, ever since.”

Her eyes widened as she beheld them: the grotesquely healed scars where his skin had shattered away, the empty holes in his body where muscle had turned to glass and broken. He had never showed this to her. He could not bear the pain of her screaming at his ruined body. But she did not scream.

What she did was far more painful.

“What the Cacophony said, then…” she whispered. “You did that?”

He winced, but nodded.

She swallowed hard. “What you did to her… how bad was it?”

“Bad.”

“How bad?”

He closed his eyes. “Very bad. But… not the worst.” He gestured to the tattoo on his chest. “When I… abandoned the Imperium, I became a Vagrant. Like many others who did. And like them, I did terrible things. Things I cannot take back. They called me… Rogo the Dervish.”

A long silence. A thoughtful silence. Worse than the pained silence. Pained silences ended in screaming, tears, oaths, and swears. Thoughtful silences end wordlessly and permanently.

“Am I…” she whispered softly. “Like you?”

“No.” His reply. Heated. Fervent. “No, Virian. You are not like me. You will never be like me.”

“But I’m your name,” she said.

He smiled. It hurt.

“You aren’t, Virian,” he whispered. “Lowhill is not my name. But…” He swallowed something hard and sharp. “It is yours. Lowhill was the village I found you in… what was left of it.”

He didn’t open his eyes. He couldn’t. The painful thing in his throat wouldn’t let him stop talking.

“It was… a small place, nothing more than a trading outpost between townships. Trading caravans came through often. They had money. When I arrived…” He shook his head. “The houses were blackened husks. The flames had guttered out and left everything stained with smoke. Everyone… your parents… I…”

A long silence. A blade in the dark. The deep breath the undertaker takes before he tells you.

“Did you destroy it?” Virian whispered.

Rogo kept his mouth shut.

“Did you destroy my home? My parents?”

Rogo tried to speak. His throat was full of the sharp thing. He couldn’t. It hurt too much.

He did not open his eyes. He couldn’t. He couldn’t see her. Couldn’t know what was on her face. Couldn’t see the eyes she looked at him with.

She spoke. He tried to listen. But the painful thing in his throat spread to his ears, his neck, his head, until every thought cut him and every future was full of sharp edges.

When he opened his eyes again. She was gone.

He told himself this would happen. He tried to make peace with the day it would. He lived every day with the fear of it. He’d sharpen the story he’d tell her to a razor’s edge and perfect every forgiveness he would beg down to the letter. And when the time finally came, when she finally learned…

He did none of those things.

I need to believe he didn’t weep.

In the cold hours when I relive those days, I can’t think of him as a person. I can’t think of who he’s disappointed or what holes are going to be left when he’s gone. I can’t think of him as grieving, wounded, and hauling himself sobbing after her. Not out of any primitive notion of spite—we were just both Vagrants.

And yes, Vagrants are human—we do weep, we do bleed. But more than that, we are killers. We have weighed everything against our blades—our families, our lovers, our futures—and every time, we choose the blade until one day.

And there’s nothing else left.

I want to tell you Rogo the Dervish wept. Just like I want to tell you Virian forgave him. Just like I want to tell you Sal the Cacophony walked out of that town with her head held high and another name crossed off her list.

But Rogo knew what I did. What Virian had just learned.

Life isn’t opera.

Operas are neat. Tidy. When the curtain falls, the story is over.

People aren’t like that. When their curtain falls, their story doesn’t end.

They just pick up where they left off.






SEVEN

The Scar

Revenge is an incredible thing.

It can make a bloodless heart start pumping and turn a sweet child into a killer. It can make a spark from the smallest hearth become an inferno to set the biggest city aflame. It can keep you warm on cold nights, quench your thirst in a desert, and light the way through any darkness.

What revenge can’t do, apparently, is improve your stamina.

Which wasn’t something I hadn’t thought about until my… fifth hour of chasing Niri through the forest?

It might have been the sixth, honestly. I stopped keeping track after my ass went numb.

I squinted into the darkness as I jogged between the trees, searching the ancient limbs and the carpeted floor for my quarry. There—between a pair of rocks, I saw a flash of blue spell-light. I brought my gun up, squeezed the trigger.

The Cacophony’s maw erupted. Discordance screamed into the night. And exploded. A wall of sound rippled through the night, buffeting me with a barrage of dead leaves and branches as trees were torn apart, rocks were pulverized, and earth was rent from the ground.

The echo shook in the tree bark, lasting until the leaves stood still for fear of being noticed by my gun. I studied the devastation, the calamity of wood and earth, certain that no one could have survived that.

But as it turns out, Dread Niri was a hard woman to kill.

“Damn, bitch!” The blue light appeared amid the devastation as she screamed out. “I said I was sorry!”

Had she? I had been too busy trying to kill her to notice. Either way, I couldn’t accept it now.

That would be awkward.

I snarled in reply, took off after her. She turned and fled.

Well, I say “fled,” I meant “limped.” She hadn’t been the most athletic woman to begin with and after six hours of running, her gait was little more than a tumbleweed of flesh pushed along by wheezing, desperate breath.

Easy prey.

For anyone else.

My lungs were ablaze in my chest. My body was numb from the ribs down. I couldn’t feel the Cacophony in my hand, the blood leaking from my leg, the hundreds and hundreds of frayed nerves in my body screaming at me, begging me to stop.

Sensible advice, honestly. Six hours, three shells, and however much forest I’d fucked up between the time I’d started chasing her and now, I wasn’t any closer to catching her. I should have stopped. I needed to stop.

But wouldn’t you know it, I was just too fucking pissed off to remember how.

I pushed through the pain and the dark alike, following that little blue dot through the forest. Until it stopped being so little. And soon, I saw the rest of the miserably scrawny sack that the blue dot was attached to.

By the time I caught up with her, she was already up a tree, little legs flailing as she hauled herself up to a branch out of my reach. I made a pathetic grab, my fingers brushing against the toe of her boot, and cursed myself for missing her by that much. I had been so close, so—

Oh, wait, I had a magic gun.

“Wait! No! NO!”

Niri screamed as I raised the Cacophony at her and pulled the trigger.

Click.

Ah, fuck.

“Ah, fuck,” Niri gasped, almost falling out of the tree. “Thank fuck.”

I searched my satchel for another shell, realized I had spent all of them on this chase. The rest would be in Congeniality’s bag. And Congeniality was probably gorging herself on something dead and reeking and miles away by now.

In better, less-bleeding-out-of-my-leg times, I could have crawled up there after her and beat her to death with a branch.

“Out of ammunition?” Niri chuckled as she leaned over to look down at me, her spellwritten eye making some vague attempt at pity. “What a shame. The mighty Cacophony, empty as a meaningless—OW!”

True, it wasn’t as flashy as Discordance or as traditional as a branch, but there is a certain satisfaction to hitting someone in their ugly face with a well-thrown rock.

“For fuck’s sake, woman,” she gasped, wiping blood from the mouth I’d just split open. “What’s your fucking problem?”

“We went over this,” I replied, reaching for another rock. “I was already going to kill you, Niri. If you make me repeat myself before I do, I’m going to kill you and use your skull with that fancy eye as a hand puppet.” I drew my arm back, hurled it. “I’m going to name it Clarence.”

Her eyes widened. “Damn, I try not to judge, but you seem really pissed off.”

“Honey, if you make me go through this ‘you and I are the same’ birdshit before I kill you, I’m not going to stop with your skull.” I winged a rock at her. She ducked. “My quarry got away. My gun’s out of shells. My leg is killing me because you and your little troupe of assholes want to be judges.”

“I don’t fucking recall asking you to chase me five miles or to blow everything up.”

“It was six miles and I was happy to do it without you asking.” I winged another rock at her. “You’re welcome. Now be a dear and come down here so I can skullfuck you.”

“All this… for them?” Niri waved a hand out toward the devastation. “You were there, Cacophony. You saw what I saw. We gave them a chance to flee. All they had to do was leave behind their money. And what did they choose?”

“They chose to understand that no one comes to a truce with explosive alchemics,” I muttered. “Save this shit for someone dumber. You and I both know you ran that flag ready to kill everyone.”

“Ready, yes. But it was their decision that sealed their—OW! FUCK. WOULD YOU QUIT WITH THE ROCKS?”

“You think you’re the first clan to put on a cape and pretend you’re doing good?” I snarled, picking up another stone. “Every spring, the Scar is crawling with shits like you, too cowardly to admit that you’re just another pack of sniveling shits scrounging for metal.”

“We’re not! The Children of the Dead are the righters of injustice! The vengeance that answers to the cry in the night!”

“Yeah, I heard a lot of crying back there. Didn’t see you giving much of a shit then, either.”

“Just like they never gave a shit about them!” Niri snarled in reply. “The Paarl Peacekeepers kept this land safe for years, but not for the Children. They’d send an army to clean a monster from a rich fucker’s lawn, but not so much as a sword for a farm on fire. The Children grew their crops, baked their bread, cut their lumber and their reward? A lot of sympathy, a lot of ‘isn’t that a shames’ and no fucking help.”

“Scar’s a tough place. Are you going to burn down every city that couldn’t save a farm?”

“Why shouldn’t I? Why shouldn’t every city fear their farmers? Why shouldn’t the Children be a story every child in a big, soft bed hears that makes them think about where their money comes from?”

At some point in my life, I probably should have wondered how I end up trying to kill people I usually agree with.

Because, honestly, that wasn’t the worst idea. I’d seen the carnage wrought by a single beast in a single night and I’d seen the horror wreaked by a thousand bandits with a thousand swords.

Neither of them came close to what just one asshole with a lot of gold and an urge for just a little bit more was capable of.

On any other night, I might have agreed with her. But then, on any other night, I probably wouldn’t have been chasing her through the forest with the intent of tearing her face off. That night, I was tired, wounded, and pissed.

But not so much that I didn’t catch something she said.

“Them,” I muttered.

“Huh?” she asked.

“You say ‘them,’ not ‘us.’”

Her lips pursed. Her stare froze.

“Funny thing,” I continued. “That eye of yours… hard to come by, isn’t it? You’d need a smith to make it, which is hard enough, but a spellwright to enchant it would be impossible to get for anyone from a farm. Last time I saw one, it went for forty pounds of metal. And yours is a lot nicer.”

She told me nothing with her voice. But her eye—that fancy blue sphere of brass and magic—told me everything. She snapped it shut, suddenly very aware of it. Now the Scar isn’t a gentle place—everyone’s got wounds and no one’s got time to be ashamed of them.

But Niri was.

“So where’d you get it?”

“I plucked it out of the face of a wealthy—”

“I asked where you got it, not what you told your gang,” I interrupted. “It takes a lot to make an eye like that, even more to get it put in right. You couldn’t do it yourself.”

Silence. I grinned.

“So, how much did it cost with installation? Sixty pounds? A hundred?”

Silence. I sneered.

“Shit, you don’t even know, do you? So who bought it for you? A lover? A friend? A generous patron who likes seeing shit blow up?”

Silence. And then, softly…

“My parents.”

Niri rubbed at her face, scratching an itch she’d been scratching for years.

“I had a difficult birth. There were complications,” she whispered. “We… had money. Avonin money.”

My eyes widened. “Avonin? The whiskey-makers? Shit, woman, why’d you settle for a pack of assholes in makeup? You could have bought yourself an army.”

“Yeah, I could have. So could my parents,” she snarled. “And with that army, they could have saved the village that made our whiskey when outlaws attacked it. With that money, they could have saved our maid’s daughter when she fell ill. With even a few fucking scraps of their metal, they could have saved hundreds, maybe thousands of people.”

Her face hardened into a cold, ugly sneer.

“I could have taken that money. Like my siblings did. And I could still be at their house, eating fancy foods and sipping liquor that sells for thousands, while everyone else starves.” She stared down at me, imperious. “But I’m here. With the Children. Because they need me.”

“Birdshit.”

That was rude of me. I know it’s not nice to say something like that after they say something like that, but…

“All this blood, all these dead,” I replied, sneering. “And it’s for nothing more than to give you the chance to piss your parents off.”

“That is not true,” she said, fervent.

“Birdshit it isn’t,” I spat. “You think you’re the first rich asshole who struck out to be a bandit? You aren’t even going to be the first one I put in the ground.”

“I am not one of them.”

“No? How many people did you kill today?”

“I didn’t—”

“How many of your own people? Your precious Children? Ten? Twenty?”

She clenched. Tensed. Seethed.

“How many of them have died for you? How many of them listened to the words your speaking coach told you? How many of them believed what you learned in all the books you had?” I spat. “Whatever the fuck you want to pretend you’re doing, you’re still getting people killed so you can feel good about yourself. Every dickwipe with money does that. You think your revenge—”

“Don’t,” she snapped. “Don’t you fucking lecture me about revenge, Cacophony.”

“Honey, I think I know a thing or two about it.”

“Yeah. I bet you do. You and your fucking stories about your fucking list.” She snarled. “You want to talk numbers? How many villages have you destroyed? How many people have you killed?”

“More than you, and I’m not pretending it was good.”

“No?” The fury slipped away, replaced by something colder and crueler. “And how many more people like you have you made?”

I’ll level with you: I like banter. It’s my third-favorite part of fighting. And, at least where I come from, it’s a tradition. You fight, you talk some shit, one of you dies. I’d had people hurl insults at me so fierce their swords looked easier to deal with.

I don’t know why I never felt struck until that moment.

“You think I tricked them into following me?” Niri asked, laughing in that crowing, arrogant way that rich fuckers do. “They came from ruins, from slaughtered families, from homes that had burned so long that they couldn’t even pry a fucking splinter from their houses. You think I had to convince people who’ve lost everything to pick up steel and take it back? I had to fucking stop them from burning everything down in seven leagues.

“They weren’t tricked, Cacophony. They were victims. Every last one of them has a story and every last one of them has someone with a big weapon and not a fucking care about using it, someone like you, who burned it all fucking down.” She settled on her branch. “I may lead the Children of the Dead, but people like you made them.”

She was talking birdshit, I knew. In some part of me, I had to know that—some part of my brain or my heart where little, hateful truths like that live. I don’t know if I found that part.

Because all I could listen to was my scars. The ache of them. The burning of them. The anger in them.

The ones that had been given to me by Vraki. By Jindu.

By Rogo.

And whatever part of me that yelled what she was saying was birdshit, it didn’t speak as clearly as a small, hurt voice that I heard only once, long ago, and had been trying to ignore for years.

How many other people, it asked, had scars that I’d given them?

My chest was tight. My wound was throbbing. I couldn’t think beyond the need to pull her down from her branch, to beat the shit out of her, out of something, out of anything until this feeling went away, until that voice went away.

I didn’t get the chance.

In the distance, I heard branches breaking, leaves rustling, voices rising from the forest. I saw lantern lights, heard aggressive commands being shouted.

“Those are the Children,” Niri said, grinning down at me. “They’ll be here soon.”

Probably following the trail of destruction I left getting here. I was starting to think that solving everything with explosions was more trouble than it was worth.

“This isn’t your fight, Cacophony,” she said. “As true now as it was when I told you. Whatever the fuck grievance you have with this town, leave it. Go in peace for the first time in your fucking life and we’ll do the same.” She shrugged. “Or don’t. And see how it works out for you next time.”

There’s no shame in retreat, especially in the Scar. Pride is fun and all, but no one expects you to live by it. So when I fixed one final scowl on Niri before I limped off into the forest, it wasn’t with shame.

It was with weight. The scars on my body suddenly felt too heavy to bear anymore, their knotted flesh thick with memory. Memories of the dark night, the dark place, of Rogo and Jindu and Galta and all the other names on my list.

Memories of what they’d done to me.

Revenge is an incredible thing.

It can keep you going. It can keep you warm. It can keep you fighting. But there are things it can’t do.

And it couldn’t shut out that small, wounded voice.

Wondering how many people were carrying a weight I’d put on them.

Around midnight, it became too much.

Too much weight. Too much blood. Too much memory. They stacked themselves neatly upon my shoulders and pressed down until I was on my knees. Then my belly. And finally, only when my face was pressed into the leaf-strewn dirt, did I stop moving.

The exhaustion. Or the wound. Or Niri’s words, sharpened to a stake and jammed into a part of my back that I couldn’t reach.

I didn’t know what had done it. I didn’t care. I didn’t remember how to get myself back up and I didn’t mind that everything was going darker.

Maybe it’s better this way.

That soft, whispering voice.

You’re tired, right? Bleeding. Sore. It’s all the fighting.

Wounded and bloodied and ready to stop.

What’s it matter if Rogo lives or dies?

Whispering.

What’s it matter if you live or die?

Murmuring.

Fewer scars this way, right?

Going softer.

And softer.

Until it was as dark and cold as the night that slid over me like a blanket and took me into a dreamless sleep.

The first heat I felt was moist.

Which was a sign that I was either still alive or in the worst possible version of hell.

I heard a voice. Not the one that had coaxed me to that dark place. No, this one was deeper, alive…

“Squark.”

And smelled awful.

I blinked awake. The moon was still hanging high in the sky—I couldn’t have been out for long. A canvas shelter flapped over my head in a soft breeze, a match for the dirty rug I’d been laid out on.

I was alive.

“Squark.”

And not alone.

Congeniality’s massive beak loomed into view as she regarded with me with what I hoped was animal concern but what I feared was patience to see if I was dead enough to eat yet. Regardless of her motives, she craned her long, featherless neck down and nudged at me with her beak.

“Yeah. Not dead yet.” I reached up and scratched her between the eyes like she likes. “Sorry to disappoint.”

I was surprised enough to find that I wasn’t dead, but as more and more of me stirred back to consciousness, I was even more surprised to find that I wasn’t shitting myself in pain. I was sore, stiff, bruised, but the agony that had been lancing me since I took the bolt was muted.

I glanced down at my leg. My bandaged leg. The crude dressing I’d applied had been removed and replaced with… I don’t fucking know. It looked like tree bark, but it was wrapped around my thigh, exuding a pungent odor.

“Hey, you’re alive!”

But at what cost, I thought to myself as I looked up into a familiar face.

Irvic.

He stood beneath the crude canvas lean-to that I awoke under, his face beaming. The war paint he had worn was gone now, replaced with a layer of dried sweat and dirt. His crude hides and leathers had been discarded, replaced with simple woven clothes. And behind his glasses, his eyes were bright and shining.

“I thought you were dead, for sure, but Murthi disagreed,” he said as he came up beside Congeniality. “When we found you, this little feathery angel was watching over you.”

He reached up to stroke her neck. I shot a hand out—the last person to do that ended up losing an arm.

“Hey, wait, she sometimes—”

Except she didn’t. She closed her eyes and let out a low rumbling noise as he stroked her throat. With a squawk of discontent, she refrained from hewing his limb and instead turned and stalked off.

I furrowed my brow. “She doesn’t let people touch her. What the fuck did you do to her?”

“That sweetheart?” Irvic asked. “She’s a little fussy, I guess, but she hasn’t so much as nipped at me in the past few hours.”

“Hours? I couldn’t have been out for more than one.”

“It’s true! Thanks to Murthi, you weren’t. But your bird found us ages ago. She was enjoying our company, but when she turned and ran into the forest, we thought we should follow. It seemed important.”

“Who the fuck is Murthi? Who the fuck is us?” I grunted as I pushed myself to my feet. “For that matter, where the fuck have you been?”

Irvic blinked. “What do you mean?”

“You fucking disappeared from Paarl’s Hollow!”

“No, I didn’t. I just… you know, followed.”

I asked, but he didn’t hear me. Neither of us could hear shit over the rumbling of the earth beneath our feet. I swayed, grabbed hold of the lean-to to keep from falling over. Irvic had no such problem keeping steady. He wasn’t even paying attention.

How could he? His eyes were drawn toward the sky.

And the mountainous shape that blotted it out.

Hair hung down to blanket the trees and forest in great, thick knots in which uprooted trees and the skeletons of great beasts had become entangled. Colossal feet pressed upon the ground, each one six times as thick as the oldest, thickest tree in the forest. The trees and earth lay ruined—a road of pulverized earth and pulped wood that stretched for miles.

The Compass Beast.

I was less than a fucking mile from the fucking Compass Beast.

“Shit shit shit shit shit shit shit,” I babbled as I fumbled for a gun that wasn’t there. I wasn’t even sure what the fuck I was going to do. I’d be lucky if the Cacophony could even tickle that thing.

“Huh?” Irvic glanced at me, apparently wondering why I was so concerned about the miles-tall engine of utter destruction looming over us.

“It’s the Beast, you fucker!” I snapped. “I’ve got to… We need… Where the fuck is my gun?”

“Oh. With Murthi. But there’s no need to be afraid of the Beast.” Irvic gestured out. “None of us are.”

My heartbeat slowed long enough for me to see what he was pointing at.

The Compass Beast’s foot had carved a small valley into the forest and in that bowl of ruined earth, I saw tents. Wagons. Birds. People.

Spinning wheels and looms worked as elders wove clothes like the ones Irvic wore. Children tottered to and fro, carrying burdens of grain and bird feed to dispense to a hungry flock of avians. Campfires burned, hides were tanned, people laughed and sang and lived in the shadow of a gigantic monster that could kill them with just a twitch.

“The hell is this?” I muttered.

Irvic’s answer was a smile and a beckon. And, after a considerable amount of ignoring all the instincts yelling at me that this was a bad idea, I followed.

“Ever since I saw the Beast,” he said as he led me into the camp, “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it. It’s something in its eyes… I saw… too much.” He shook his head. “I tried running. I tried sleeping. But I couldn’t get it out of my head. Not until I came here. It turns out I wasn’t the only one.”

He threw his arms out wide, grinning. “Welcome to Fleatown.”

I’ve been in a lot of towns. Some good, some bad, some on fire, some not on fire at first. I try not to be judgmental—you’d have to be at least a little insane to make a home in the Scar at all. But this… this Fleatown was the weirdest I’d seen.

And the fact that it was made beside the Beast was only the second most surprising part about it.

As Irvic led me through the ramshackle camp, I was tense. Vagrants aren’t exactly welcome among even the best of people. People insane enough to live next to a monster, I imagined, would be worse.

I was expecting trouble. I wasn’t expecting a sandwich.

And yet…

“Oh, you’re up!” A healthy-looking woman rushed up and thrust a wrapped package in my hands. “You looked roughed up, so we made you this.”

I blinked, unwrapped the package. Fresh-baked bread, lean bird meat, an array of vegetables so fresh you can’t find them this far south—the minute I bit in, I loved this woman.

But she was gone when I looked up, back to a hastily assembled clay oven around which other people gathered. Another man, carrying a bundle of sticks, smiled as he walked past.

“Feeling better? The Big One will do that for you.”

A young child leading a towering draft bird walked past.

“Hey, does that mean bird belong to you? She’s cute!”

A boy and a girl no older than fifteen walked by, toting a large tent between them.

“If you’re sticking around,” the boy muttered, “could you maybe lend a hand?”

“She’s just passing through,” the girl replied to him. “Maybe.”

If you’ve been paying attention at all, you should believe me when I say I don’t surprise easily and I’m pretty sure you’d believe me if I said I’m very rarely struck speechless.

No offense, but you seem like the judgy type.

But as Irvic led me through Fleatown’s haphazard layout, I was surprised, speechless, struck dumb by what I saw.

People. Normal, ordinary people, helping each other, providing for each other, rushing to help each other with their burdens. I didn’t see so much as a flash of metal being changed, I didn’t hear even a hint of haggling. They gave, they took, they returned the favor, laughing and grinning and singing slow, dirge-like songs.

The Scar’s a hard place. It takes hard people to live out here. People like this, people who helped each other, were rare. People like this living in the shadow of a monster were… well, fuck, I sure as shit didn’t have a name for it.

“Well, hey, you didn’t die!”

I started at the sound of a voice, reached for weapons I didn’t have, as I suddenly became aware of the monster looming over me. Without realizing it, Irvic had led me close enough to the Compass Beast that I could see each individual tree-thick strand of hair dangling from its mane.

Had I really been so dumbstruck by people being good to each other that I failed to notice the mountain-sized monster looming over me?

That might explain an awful lot of the decisions I’d been making lately.

“Woah, hey, darlin’,” that voice said. “Down here.”

A thick arm waved at me from the corner of my eye, drawing my attention away from the Beast and down to the short, attractively doughty, dark woman who stood nearby, completely unbothered by the monster that would kill her if it took half a step to the right.

“Not the best idea to look at the Big One’s face,” she said, smiling through a kind face framed by unwashed, graying hair. She gave me a wink. “Not unless you’re sure you want to.”

“The Big One?” I asked, staring up at the Beast. “HE?”

“Yeah, that’s his name,” the woman replied. She scratched her head. “You raise a good point, though. I have no idea if the Big One is actually male. You’d think I’d have figured it out after fifteen years, but I sure as shit ain’t going to go down there between his legs and check.”

I let out a sigh. “You must be Murthi.”

“That’s what they call me.”

I squinted. She had the fine bones of an Imperial, but I’d never seen someone from the Imperium look quite so… rugged. “Murthi what?” I asked.

“Just Murthi,” she laughed. “I met the Big One fifteen years ago, when he had just finished a twenty-year journey and was settling down for his long rest. Whoever I was before that day was a lie, just something I told myself to keep moving through the day.” Her eye drifted to my leg. “How’s the injury?”

“Fine, thanks for your help,” I blurted out, before furrowing my brow. “But it shouldn’t… be fine. I took a bolt to the leg.”

“Is that what caused that nastiness you had going on down there? Makes sense, I suppose,” she grunted. “But if you want to thank someone, thank the one who gave you the bandage.”

“Irvic?”

If you had told me before that night a gigantic monster could be offended, I wouldn’t have believed you.

A rumble shook the earth beneath us. Trees quivered. Branches shook. Dust fled in great crowds around my boots. The Compass Beast had barely let out a noise, and it made creation shudder.

I flailed to keep my balance, but found that I was the only one. Every other person in Fleatown was standing perfectly still, staring up at the Beast, as though that horrific sound was something they understood. Something they needed to hear.

When the dust settled what felt like an eternity later, Murthi turned back to face me. “Mm. Sorry. When he speaks, we kind of have to…” She waved a hand. “Don’t worry about it.”

“Don’t fucking worry about what? The…” I started clawing at the bandage on my leg. “What the fuck is this?”

Beneath my fingers, I found the “bandage” flexible, spongy, less like bark as I’d originally thought and more like… meat. With a slowness that stretched every second to agony, my eyes were drawn to the Beast. And its great, greasy, reeking hide of hairy flesh.

The same color as my bandage.

“Get it off, get it off, get it off!”

My shrieking, and subsequent flailing, degenerated into a tangle of limbs as Murthi tried to stop me from prying it off. Our struggle lasted only as long as it took the Beast to snort, a roaring gale that sent uprooted underbrush and clouds of dust sweeping over us.

And through it, I felt an uncomfortable presence… as though I were being watched. And judged.

“Did I…” I whispered to Murthi, frozen beneath that presence. “Did I just… offend it?”

“Him,” Murthi corrected, “or them, I suppose? Either way, I wouldn’t say offended, but we did ask him for a boon and he did give us one, so you’re kind of making us look like assholes in front of the giant monster.”

“Okay, yeah, sure. I’ve got a slab of monster meat slapped on my thigh by a bunch of lunatics, but sure I’m the one with the problem.” I pushed her off—lightly, lest I offend her giant friend. “You’re aware that’s what this is, right? You’re worshiping a giant engine of destruction that could kill you in an instant.”

“Well, he’s closer to an animal than an engine, but if I didn’t want to be close to things that could kill me in an instant, I chose the wrong fucking Scar to live on, didn’t I?” She cut her sarcasm with another wink. “And we don’t worship him. We help him. He helps us.”

I blinked. I wanted to do something that better conveyed my sense of “holy shit this is insane these people are insane this monster is insane get out get out get out get out.”

But I had already been a rude guest once.

“The people here,” Murthi began, frowning, “they don’t have anywhere else to go. Just like I had nowhere to go years ago. The Big One came rampaging through my town, stomped it flat, and started sleeping on the ruins. So some of us just… started living around it. The Big One scares off everything from bandits to beasts and, if you know how he works, he can offer you everything the land can.”

She shrugged. “So when he started moving two months ago, we just started following.”

“But what about food? Do you just pick whatever he’s stepped on out of his toes?”

She grinned, gestured over my shoulder with her chin. “Something like that.”

I followed her glance. Behind us, the miles-wide path of the Beast stretched like a ruinous road, a great mess that had chewed up hills, forest, and streams and spat out angry, sundered earth.

“So you eat… dirt?” I asked. “I guess that kind of makes sense.”

“How does that…” Murthi caught herself. “Look closer, fucker.”

I squinted. Through the scant light of a waning moon, I could see among the destruction. Between crushed boulders and shattered tree trunks, beneath pounded foliage, I could see it.

Green, vibrant, and alive. Brown, rich, and deep. Saplings and leaves and living things, trees I had never known and flowers that I had no name for, pulling themselves out of the ruin and reaching for a sky with blossoming fingers.

“He destroys, true,” Murthi said. “Many of us here had our homes destroyed by him. But in his wake, he leaves something. He grows something. We take what we need, leave the rest as he intended, and keep following until he decides to stop.

“And in exchange, we keep him clean. We pull the filth out of his mane. We deal with the parasites.”

I cringed. “Parasites?”

My eyes were drawn up to the great shape of the Beast. And on the trunks of its massive legs, I could see ropes drawn taut as daring people scaled it, tending to its hide with shears, spears, and other implements. They seemed completely unfazed by the massive creature. Just as the massive creature seemed utterly unbothered by them.

“Well, yeah. Every living thing has parasites.” She chuckled. “Not like this, though. I mean, holy shit, when they found the Old Fellow, he was crawling with them. Big, spidery-looking things. Delicious, though.” She eyed the wrapper I had dropped that had held the sandwich I finished. “But you already knew that.”

I paused. Funny, I really wanted to scream, but there are some facts in this world that, if you think too hard on them, will break your brain.

Plus it wasn’t even the worst parasite I’d eaten.

“How, though?” I asked, with a voice that betrayed how badly I wanted to know. “How do you live with this thing?”

“I just told you, we—”

“No, not like that,” I said. “How do you live with it knowing it can kill you? How do they live with it knowing that it destroyed their homes? How can you not want to… you know…”

“Destroy him? Hurt him?” Murthi shrugged. “Even if we had magic and cannons and all the deadly things of the world, we couldn’t so much as tickle the Big One. And even if we somehow did kill him, we’d just be out of another home.

“The Big One broke our homes. He’ll break more homes tomorrow. And many, many more before he finally decides he’s gone far enough. No one in Fleatown or in Paarl’s Hollow or all the cities he’ll break can change that. But we’ll still have a home here. And we’ll still keep taking in people who want to follow him.” She smiled. “Sometimes… it feels good to build something new out of the rubble.”

Without quite realizing why, I found myself looking over my shoulder.

I had trouble picking Irvic out of the crowd. The gangly, awkward man masquerading as murderer I’d met that morning was now busily tending to matters around the camp, sharing burdens and boons alike, laughing and receiving laughter in return.

I didn’t understand it.

They were a broken people. I’d seen enough to recognize the long wrinkles and hard scars that’d come from longer and harder nights. But they smiled. They laughed. They wept for reasons that weren’t about blood and built for reasons other than to keep people out.

Maybe it sounds crazy to say… but in the Scar, it sounds even crazier to hear. This is not a land for happy people. This is not a land that makes happy people. This land breaks people, shatters families down to the last living soul and sends them out into the world to break someone else.

That was how the Scar stayed the Scar. That was how this place worked.

So to see them looking… happy… like all their pains and all their troubles and all the dark things they whispered to themselves in the night just didn’t…

What had Irvic said?

About the Compass Beast’s eyes?

For reasons I didn’t truly know—or maybe for reasons I just couldn’t admit to myself—I looked up. And up. And up. Until I beheld the barest corner of that pitch-black emptiness that was the Beast’s eye.

And in it I saw—

“HEY.”

Murthi seized me by the face, pulled my eyes back toward her. The grin and the joy were gone from her face, replaced with something dire and dark.

“Sorry.” She released my face, but held me by the hand. “You shouldn’t look…” She sighed. “All right, so listen, when you look into the Big One’s eyes… you see something. Something that makes you realize how small everything else is.”

“Well, yeah, he’s—”

“Not what I meant. He’ll make you forget your worries. Your fears, your pains, and your grudges, as well. But also your family. Your loves. The places you’ve been and ever will be.” She let go, held her hands up. “If you still want to look, I won’t stop you. But what you give to the Beast… you won’t get back.”

I held Murthi’s gaze for a long time.

For a long, painful time, I didn’t look away from her. And she didn’t look away from me.

Give up everything…

Give up waking up with my scars aching and my heart hanging heavy in my chest. Give up letting revenge and the gun keep me warm. Give up thinking about Rogo and Vraki and Jindu and all the people who gave me these scars…

Maybe one day I would wake up and just not think of the scars at all.

Give up everything.

Give up the list.

Give up the road it carried me to.

Give up the smell of dried flowers and wine. Give up the memory of brown eyes opening in the morning and smiling at me before her mouth could. Give up the next verse of the next poem in the next letter I’d been agonizing over before I send it to her.

I stared at Murthi. I made my choice.

And so did she.

She waved a hand. Irvic came running forward, carrying a burden wrapped in hide and linen, tossing it in my hand with an almost apologetic wince.

I could still feel his heat.

They’d hidden him beneath his sheath, beneath layers of cloth and leathers, but he still burned. I shed the coverings, slid the Cacophony out of his sheath. He flared a little at the indignation, but settled into my hands.

“No offense,” she said, “but if your business is done here, kindly take this thing far away. The Big One… he doesn’t like it.”

I took the gun from her. His heat seared into me as I buckled him around my waist—not as bad as I’d been expecting for the insult of my contemplating leaving him behind. Perhaps he was in a forgiving mood.

“Thanks,” I said to Murthi as I pulled my scarf up around my face. “And sorry.”

“Yeah,” she replied. “Us too.”

I found the rest of my stuff, my bird, and my footing in short order. The smiles that had greeted me when I arrived had turned to cautious, wary stares fixed on the burden at my hip as I mounted Congeniality and started out of Fleatown.

Noise and joy returned in my wake, growing louder the farther away I got. And maybe it was that noise that made me look over my shoulder. Or maybe I just wanted to take one last look at what I might have had.

The people of Fleatown returned to their life, unbothered by the strange Vagrant who had blown briefly through their camp. Yet at the edge, I saw the scrawny shape of Irvic standing there, staring at me as I left.

It would be many days before I could get the pitying look he gave me out of my head.

But that night, as I wandered through the devastated forest, something else occupied my thoughts. And he grinned at me through a bright, brass smile as I unsheathed him.

As if to say…

“Did you miss me?”

And I answered him.

As I rode toward Paarl’s Hollow.

And to the things I couldn’t bring myself to let go of.






EIGHT

Paarl’s Hollow

Bear with me.

What happened on the last day is still a little hazy, even to those who were there. Ask a hundred different people how Paarl’s Hollow fell, you’ll get a hundred different answers, each one its own shape of grief, of rage, of terror. Sometimes, I have trouble keeping it all straight myself.

But I know this.

Like all stories with unhappy endings, this one began with a question that couldn’t be answered.

“What do we do now?”

It wasn’t a question Virian had an answer for. It wasn’t a question that she should have ever been asked. But it didn’t really matter, since she hadn’t even heard it. She wasn’t even aware that Olio was atop the lookout tower with her.

Her ears were full of the deafening silence, that great held breath that preceded good jokes and bad news. Her heart was pounding in her chest, a drumbeat that shook her entire body. And her eyes…

Her eyes were on the Beast.

Its feet, upon a ruin of destroyed forest. Its back, so towering and vast as to block out the light of dawn. Its mane, thick and tangled with ruined redwoods and writhing animals that had been too slow to escape.

How had it come this far this quick? How could it be here already? There was still too much to do, too many people in the town. It was too big. Too big to look at all at once. Too big to even contemplate. Too big… too big… too big, too big, too big, too big, too—

“Virian?”

She blinked herself out of her stupor. And her heart fell as she saw him pointing toward the East Gate.

Their shadows stood long in the dawn’s light, the Children of the Dead looming like gravestones in the burned-out wreckage of yesterday’s battle. They stood, steel in hand and eyes on the city. Waiting.

Maybe she wondered, for what? What was worth staying here, with the Beast ready to grind them all into the earth? Was it worth it to kill everyone to prove some point she hadn’t even heard?

“Some of us tried leaving earlier,” Olio whispered. “You know, with your da—” He caught himself, swallowed something bitter. “With the printing press. But they shot at us. No demands or anything. They just drove us back into the city. They’re… they’re not going to let us leave. What do we do, Virian? Virian? Virian?”

“I DON’T FUCKING KNOW!” she snapped. “Why the fuck do I have to know? Why should I have to pick this up? Is it because of my… that… is it because of Rodaya? Because I’m his—”

“No, no, nothing like that. You’re just the only one with a weapon.”

The crossbow hung heavy on her back—the adjustments and modifications she had once been so proud of now felt like just more weight, a burden that she’d been charged with carrying.

She remembered all the times the man who had been her father once… or maybe never… had brought her some new trinket for her to tinker with, for her to make improvements on. She remembered the joy, the laughter, the hugs, and the “thank you, thank you, thank you”s.

Now, she couldn’t help but wonder… who had he killed to find it? Who died so she could have a new toy? How could she even think—

Easy, she told herself. Worry about that later. Worry about surviving now.

At least, that’s what I hope she told herself. I hope she knows how much of what happened wasn’t her fault.

Wherever she is.

Damn if it wasn’t true, either. The few peacekeepers who had remained had attempted to flee in the night. Their corpses decorated the road out of the East Gate and their steel was in the hands of the Children.

Fucking cowards, she thought.

“Virian.”

All of them. They don’t give a shit who they’ve left.

“Virian!”

None of them do. None of them ever did. We’re so—

“VIRIAN!”

“FUCKING WHAT?”

His finger was still pointing.

The other way now.

The Beast’s immense foot, colossal and massive, was raised into the air as it took a lumbering step forward. It loomed in the air like another moon—massive, implacable, impossible.

And it came down like—

“LOOK OUT!”

Someone screamed. The last words anyone heard before the sound of thunder. The earth groaned with the impact, tree trunks crunching and boulders shattering. Windows shattered, doors fell off their hinges, buildings swayed, and even the stones in the walls shook, a chorus to join the wailing of the people below as Paarl’s Hollow screamed out as one. The ground swayed beneath her feet, wood groaned, and—

Oh, fuck.

The watchtower began to list to one side. She seized Olio’s hand, pulled him in a frenzy toward the stairs. They fled down the steps as the tower tilted, its base cracking and splintering underneath them. They fled clear of it as it toppled over and fell onto a house, caving in the roof and making a morbid headstone of splintered wood and shattered glass for the city.

One of many.

“Come on. COME ON!”

She grabbed Olio’s hand, fled toward the East Gate. The screams of the people—the many who couldn’t escape—filled her ears. But the smell hit her harder.

Oil. Talgo Fluid. Reekrout. Potent alchemics. Flammable alchemics. Even from so far away, she could see their sickly sheen glistening in the dawnlight, painted across the road and ruin.

The Children of the Dead stood there, steel bared and eyes cold, affirming what Virian already knew.

No one, not a single person, would be getting out of Paarl’s Hollow alive.

Virian fought to keep her composure. Her heart fought to break it. It slammed against her rib cage, tried to crawl into her throat, pushed against her spine, begged her to run, to scream, to do anything.

But what?

What could she do? If she ran, they would all run, into the steel and the flames waiting to be ignited. If she hid, they would all hide, and be hunted down or crushed by the Beast. And if she tried to fight…

Is that all I’ve got? She reached for the crossbow on her back. This thing doesn’t even shoot real bolts. She closed her eyes, breathed deeply. But if it’s all I can do, then…

And maybe… just maybe she stopped and wondered why she could suddenly hear herself think.

The screams had died to frightened chatter. The chatter had died down to terrified whispers. And when the whispers had died down, she could hear the sound of boots crunching on sand.

And the voice of the man who had once been her father.

“Virian.”

Maybe she loathed herself for feeling comforted by his voice. Or maybe she was just glad he was there. I don’t think I’ll ever know.

But what I do know, from talking to the ones who were there, was that when she looked up at him… his eyes were locked on the field beyond the East Gate.

“Virian,” he said, “please lead as many of these people to safety as you can. The Beast will be here soon.”

“Fa… I… you can’t…”

If she knew I would hear about it, I wonder if she would have chosen more dramatic words. Either way, Rogo didn’t notice.

“I will handle the bandits. And I have to…” He swallowed something bitter, he looked to her with bleak eyes. “I have always tried to do my best for you, Virian. I am sorry for the ways I failed. I love you.” He unsheathed his sword. “Please hurry.”

Virian could only stare, slack-jawed and weeping, at the man. Her father? A Vagrant? A killer? She had no idea. She had no idea who he was, who he had been, and now that she was ready to find out…

Rogo the Dervish did not wait to hear her.

Rogo the Dervish walked, sword in hand, out of the East Gate.

And so did Rogo the Dervish.

And Rogo the Dervish. And Rogo the Dervish.

One by one, they filed past her, past their terrified neighbors and their ruined city. They walked, eyes ahead and unblinking, beneath the eyes of those who now looked upon them with horror. And one by one, they filed out of the East Gate, until thirteen copies of Rogo the Dervish stood before their neighbors, asking for no apology and offering none.

Save this.

All of them and their black blades that drank the dawn.

Standing between his neighbors and the steel.

The Children of the Dead watched him for a moment, uneasy about the chance of fighting a Vagrant. Many of them wondered if this was truly what they’d signed on to fight. Many of them wondered if they could get away before the Beast attacked. Many of them wondered what dark path led them here.

Or so I like to think.

Because all I know for sure is that there was a shout that came from somewhere inside the knot of steel and hides. It was taken up, from painted mouth to painted mouth. Their steel was raised, swords and spears and bows. A cry of anguish, of terror, of rage so big it blotted out everything else.

That cry drove them forward. That cry raised their steel high. That cry hurtled them headlong into the shadow of the Beast.

And Rogo met them.

They clashed in a frenzy of metal. The Children pressed against Rogo, their axes hacking madly and their swords lashing out. Their bolts flew from crossbows, seeking flesh, and their spears hunted for him in the crowd. The roar of their rage carried them to greater strengths, greater furies, hurling themselves fearlessly against him.

And Rogo… was everywhere.

Where they slashed, he dodged. Where they struck, he parried. Where they sought to push past, he was there. And there. And there. The roaring song of the Children’s anger and steel was met with a simple harmony, a song Rogo had sang many times before. He saw through every eye, moved with every step.

And he cut. And cut. And cut. The blood of the Children stained their war paint and bathed the ruined earth. Hands were cleaved from wrists. Legs went limp as tendons were torn. The bravest and the angriest found their life dripping off black blades embedded in their chests.

And still, they came.

Rogo—one of them—looked up from the man he had just put down, back toward the East Gate.

He could no longer see it. It was drowned in shadow.

And over the West Gate, clear across town, the Beast loomed.

It was here.

“RUN, DAMN YOU!”

A sword burst out from his chest. Rogo collapsed face-down in the dirt beneath a grinning bandit. He vanished in a flash of light as the bandit’s face fell, followed by the rest of him as Rogo the Dervish shoved him into Rogo the Dervish’s waiting blade.

“Come on! Hurry! Hurry!”

Virian and Olio shouted to be heard over the sound of the earth shaking. The Beast’s great head loomed over the West Gate now, its breath tearing banners down and its step shaking the stones from the walls.

Somehow, the people heard them. Or saw their flailing arms. Or just couldn’t bear the panic anymore. They started rushing the Gate, fleeing past Virian, clinging only to each other as they fled across the ruined field.

The Children of the Dead saw them, but those few that dared break to run after them were swiftly intercepted and cut down by Rogo. And as the people broke free of the battle, they disappeared into the forest. But even as spirits lifted with every escape, each flash of light that heralded the death of a copy was an ominous reminder of how close they held.

By the time half of the people had fled, only eight bodies stood between them and the Children.

Yet even then, Rogo did not stop fighting, did not stop cutting, did not stop moving. And even then, more and more people fled into the woods. The Beast was coming, but they were quicker. The Children were many, but they were more. For a great, single moment, it appeared like this was going to work.

Which is about the time, in my experience, where something catches on fire.

A command went up from the Children. Black objects sailed through the air. Glass shattered on the ground.

And a small and intimate hell was born.

The alchemics soaking in the earth caught ablaze. A wall of flame, tinged with a sickly chemical riot of greens and purples, erupted. It swept across the battlefield, chewing up already incinerated earth as it swept around the city. They burst between the fleeing people and the forest, opening fiery jaws wide in laughter and looming out for the villagers. Their terrified screams were drowned beneath the roaring cackle of the flames.

I didn’t see her that day. But I wonder if Dread Niri was there. I wonder if she saw how the flames went for every escape route, cutting off any escape. I wonder if she saw the people hold each other and fall back, cowering beneath the flames as they waited for the Children to overwhelm Rogo and butcher the rest of them.

I wonder if this was what she wanted.

I’d tell you this was the point, where all hope was lost, that a hero appeared.

A lone wanderer, a do-gooder, a meddler who appeared when things were at their darkest and delivered the people from a morbid fate.

A hero who would be celebrated, revered, and spoken of warmly by the people they had rescued for years, maybe even generations, to come.

I’d tell you that…

But no one’s ever happy to see me.

They saw the shadow of a great bird cresting the hill. They saw the glimmer of brass catch the sun. They saw the scars, the tattoos, the scarf and their panic-stricken minds cobbled it together that Sal the Cacophony had arrived.

And I don’t mind telling you it hurt my feelings just a little that they started screaming louder.

I raised the Cacophony, stared down his grin as I leveled the gun at them. I saw them cower and scream at the sight of it. I heard the click of metal as the trigger pulled and the hammer struck. The shell streaked toward them.

Exploded.

Hoarfrost erupted in a burst of freezing wind. Tongues of cold lashed out and drank the flames. Two more clicks. Two more shells. Each Hoarfrost exploded, plunging the battlefield into a cloud of freezing cold and burying the flame-scarred earth beneath a layer of ice.

I never caught the name of the person who looked up at the sound of heavy feet crunching on ice. A nice-looking old man shielding two children gaped up at the irritable bird looming over them and the woman riding her, casually loading more shells into a wicked-looking hand cannon.

But I remember what I said to him.

“I’d never presume to tell you what to do or where to go, sir,” I said as I slid another shell into the Cacophony’s chamber and slammed it shut. “But if you want to stick around, you’d better find someone to pick up your pieces when I’m done.”

He blinked. He picked up the children. He ran.

Like I said, nice guy.

The rest of them followed, ignoring both me and Congeniality as they did. Which suited us both just fine. We weren’t here for them.

I kicked her flanks. With a squawk, Congeniality went tearing into the melee. She crashed into the rear guard of the Children. Talons tore through hides as her beak caught wrists and necks, seizing bandits in her mouth and tossing them aside like toys. I followed her lead, cutting down the ones not smart enough to stay down.

I don’t know how many we killed. I wasn’t counting. I didn’t care. Not once I saw my target.

Rogo had time enough to shout something as Congeniality burst from the fray. It ended with an abrupt grunt as she bore him to the ground and struck at his neck with her beak. Rogo leapt out at me, blade in hand as he struggled to strike at me, and caught my sword in his face.

They collapsed, vanished in flashes of light. I spat a curse, searched the battle for the real Rogo. I saw him fighting bandits, saw him flicking blood off his blade before he leapt into the fray again, saw him chasing down a pair of fleeing archers. Any of them might be him.

The earth shook under my feet. Wood and stone broke. In the distance, the Beast let out a sound, a weary sigh before he got to the work of grinding everything to dust.

I didn’t have time to find him. Didn’t have time to wade through this all and—

Wait.

I saw him. The only one of them not fighting, Rogo the Dervish was rushing back into Paarl’s Hollow.

That was the one.

I jerked on Congeniality’s reins. She let out a low squawk of disapproval. When I pulled on them again, she bristled, planting her feet in the earth. I saw the blood spatter around her beak and rolled my eyes.

She always got this way around blood.

“Fucking fine.” I slid off the saddle, wincing as I landed. “Not like you’d be much help in there, anyway.” I stroked her neck, grinned, and gave her tailfeathers a quick swat. “All right, all right, go have fun.”

She let out an excited shriek before hurling herself back into the throng, eliciting screams of terror from the mob. Normally, I wouldn’t let her. But she hadn’t been exercised in days, the Children were already routing, and…

Well, what can I say? I just like seeing her all happy and excited like this.

I hurried after Rogo, into the East Gate. I had barely gotten through when the earth was pulled out from under me like a rug.

Dust swept over the city. A great cloud of debris and dirt cloaked me as I looked up. In pitch silhouette, I could see the West Gate. Or what had been the West Gate before it disappeared beneath a colossal pillar of a foot.

The Beast was in the city.

The fucking Beast was in the fucking city.

And so was Rogo.

Now, it would have been smart of me to flee just then. It would have been smart of me to try to take cover from the falling debris. Hell, even lying on the ground and waiting to be crushed would probably be smarter than what I did.

But how many tales of Sal the Cacophony doing the intelligent thing have you heard?

Don’t answer that.

And how many tales of Sal the Cacophony going into a crumbling city to kill an asshole have you heard?

Don’t answer that, either.

Because this one was going to be the first.

I pulled my scarf up around my face, took my sword in one hand and the Cacophony in the other, started sweeping through the town. But every step I took made me glance back up to the dust-choked sky. The pale light had drowned entirely beneath the shadow of the Beast as it stepped into the city proper. Its great mane dragged from its skull, thick strands of hair shattering windows and denting doors as they brushed against the houses.

Not much time. Where would Rogo have gone? Was he lurking in the cloud of dust? Hiding in an alleyway?

No.

A tinge of cold dread.

Asking the wrong question.

I shut my eyes. Opened my ears.

What did Rogo come back for?

I heard screaming.

And I followed it.

I found them at the city square. The buildings there hung in disrepair—doors had fallen off hinges, roofs had caved in—and the Beast hadn’t even reached this area yet. The dust hung thick, but through its veils, I could see a struggle at the back of the square.

“Run! We’ll be okay!” someone screamed.

“No, you fucking won’t be okay,” Virian shouted back as she and a tall lad struggled to dislodge debris from a house’s doorway. “Just shut the fuck up and let us handle this!”

“PLEASE DON’T SWEAR! IT’S NOT HELPING!”

“WELL I’M FUCKING SORRY BUT—”

“Hey.”

That last part was me, putting a hand on her shoulder and gently shoving her back as I shouted into the doorway.

“Step back.”

I squeezed the trigger. Discordance shot out, erupted in a blast of sound, splintering the door… and the frame… and the wall…

But beggars who are about to be crushed by monsters can’t be choosers, as the old saying goes.

The people inside—two young men carrying their grandmother between them—barked out quick gratitudes before disappearing toward the East Gate. I grabbed Virian, shoved her after them.

“You follow them. It’s not safe here.” I glowered at the tall guy. “You too, fuckface.”

“My name’s Olio.”

“Sorry. Let me try again.” I leveled the Cacophony at his face. “You too, fuckface.”

I know that was coarse and just dreadfully cliché, but if there was ever a time to curtail discussion, this seemed like it. Olio and Virian held each other as they turned and ran, hesitating only at the edge of the cloud.

She looked over at me and I could see the question on her face, the fear and confusion and anger fighting to be the first to make it to her lips. She wanted to know what I was going to do.

She didn’t want this to be the last time she could look at me and not see a killer.

Frankly, I didn’t want that, either.

But revenge doesn’t end with “want.” Revenge begins with it—someone dreams of something that they could never own and wants it. And then slowly, with time and scars and pain, it becomes need. And that need just keeps going. It keeps growing. It keeps spreading. Until everyone touching it can’t even think of anything but that need.

The need to hurt. The need to make it stop hurting.

Maybe if I had time, I could have explained it to her.

Or maybe she could have explained it to me.

But this was the Scar. This land had as much time as it had mercy and comfort. None at all.

The earth rocked. The last of the West Gate collapsed into rubble. The dust swirled around us. I saw Olio pull on Virian’s hand before sheets of dust. I had to believe they made it out.

A better woman would want to make sure they did.

But like I said, revenge wasn’t about want. It was about need.

I flipped open the Cacophony’s chamber. Two shells left. Couldn’t find any more on Congeniality. But that was all right. The Cacophony was more than a weapon.

And the parts that made him dangerous weren’t the parts that exploded.

“Show me,” I whispered to him.

The brass of his barrel grew hot. Whispers of steam leaked out between my fingers. And over the smell of dirt and earth, the scent of cinders filled my nostrils.

“There,” he whispered.

And I followed.

That heat, that steam-choked whisper, guided me through the crumbling streets and swirling veils of dust. That burning heat swept through the black wood of his hilt, through the leather of my glove, so deep into my bones I could feel the marrow cooking. The pain gnawed at me in a deeper, softer place than my leg or even my scars could ever touch. But still I held on.

Just as I’d held on to that need ever since that dark place.

Through the streets, through the ruin, beneath the shadow of the Beast.

“Virian!”

Until I found him.

He burst out of a building, covering his face against the swirling dust. Rogo the Dervish looked around, shouting into the dust.

“Virian! VIRIAN!”

“She’s gone.”

He whirled at me, sword in hand, terror in his eyes. “What have you—”

“Nothing.” My voice was cold. Soft. Snow on a gravestone. Funny. I always thought I’d be screaming at him. “She left.”

He held his stance for a moment before lowering his sword. “I… I see. For a moment, I thought you…” He shook his head before offering a stiff bow. “You have my thanks… Salazanca.”

He turned and started for the East Gate. It would have been easy to let him go. Maybe some part of me wanted to let him go.

But the rest of me needed something else.

“What did you think I did to her?” I found myself asking.

Rogo paused, looked back at me. “Huh?”

“You seemed to think I’d done something to her,” I replied. “What did you think I did?”

“This is hardly the time for—”

“I’ve got time.”

The earth rumbled under our feet. Rogo did not flee. Neither did I.

“For a moment,” he said, softly, “I feared you had hurt her.”

“Why would you think that, Rogo?”

A longer silence. The kind that comes before the pain.

“Because…” he paused, “of what happened to you.”

“What happened to me, Rogo?”

His mouth hung open, the answer cowering beneath his tongue.

“What happened to me, Rogo?” I repeated, my voice growing louder.

He swallowed something bitter, shut his mouth, did not blink.

“Who did it to me, Rogo?”

His jaw tightened.

“WHO DID IT?”

His eyes fell.

“WHO GAVE ME THESE SCARS, ROGO?”

And he said nothing.

I’ve heard terrible things in the Scar. I’ve heard the sounds of bones of people I knew crunching in monster jaws. I’ve heard the furious litanies of the fanatics of Haven, of the Revolution, of the Imperium as they call for each other’s deaths. I’ve heard words and curses so foul drip from lips so vile that they laid on the ground and festered like a rotting, dead thing.

But somehow, I never get used to the silence. The mouths open with no words to follow. The empty shrugs and shaking heads and mutterings of “isn’t that a shame.” As though scars just appear on people. As though blades are never wielded. As though it all just… happens. No villains. No responsibility. Just more scars and more silences.

I don’t know what I wanted from Rogo just then. A curse, a threat, something—something that would acknowledge what he’d done to me.

I want to say I would have let him go if he had.

The earth heaved. We were knocked from our feet. A house beside us collapsed into rubble.

The western half of Paarl’s Hollow was pulverized rubble. The Gate, the houses, the fountains and plants had vanished beneath a pair of gigantic feet. The shadow of the Compass Beast plunged the city into darkness as it took another colossal step into town.

Rogo said nothing. He didn’t even try. He turned and started rushing for the East Gate, desperate to escape. Smart fellow.

Good thing one of us was.

A hammer clicked behind him. He twisted out of the way in time to see a shell go streaking past him. It struck the East Gate and exploded in a wall of sound. Discordance erupted with the sound of a hundred blaring trumpets, an ugly harmony that shredded stone, wood, and mortar.

Rogo shielded himself from debris that went flying. When he looked at the gate again, all he beheld was a ruin of rubble and hissing dust. Destroyed. Shattered.

Utterly impassable.

He turned to face me as I stood there—bloodied, wounded, wisps of steam peeling from the Cacophony’s barrel in my hand—his face contorted in anguished shock.

“NOW?” he screamed. “With the city falling apart and everyone dying, Salazanca, you want to fight now?”

“Who the fuck did you think you were talking to, Rogonoroth?” I snarled back as I drew the hammer back and aimed again. “WHO THE FUCK DO YOU THINK I AM?”

My finger on the trigger slipped. The earth rocked beneath us again, throwing off my aim. I narrowly managed to avoid firing off a shell into the sky as a curtain of dust came roaring over us.

I pulled my scarf up, narrowed my eyes, searched. Only swirling veils of grit and grime met me, clinging possessively to the few buildings still standing. But even as my heart pounded and told me to run, all I could hear was the whisper inside my head.

No, it moaned desperately. No, no, NO! He can’t get away. Not again. He can’t flee. I can’t let him. I can’t—

“Patience.”

Another voice. A voice of flame and a smile full of cinders.

“He is here.”

Softer. Bleaker.

“Listen.”

Crueler.

I took the deepest breath I could manage. I closed my eyes as much as I dared. I opened my ears to the sound of swirling dust and groaning stone and…

There.

A song. Faint. Melodious. Terrifying.

The Lady Merchant.

Rogo was still here. And he wasn’t alone.

I held the Cacophony close and whispered.

“Show me.”

He burned in my grip and smiled that horrible smile that only I could see.

“As you wish.”

And then, on a whisper of steam.

“There.”

I spun, sword raised. My steel met his in a spray of sparks. He snarled, bore down on me, struggled to push me to my knees. I grit my teeth, planted my heels, shoved him back. Rogo didn’t even bother to glare before he fled back into the dust.

“Behind.”

I whirled, met his clumsy parry with a strike of my own. He recoiled, shocked that I’d caught him. I pressed the attack, driving him back with each blow, his feet growing more unsteady beneath him with every slash. He leapt from me, turned, and bolted into the dust. I made to move after him.

“No.”

The Cacophony hissed. Fire coursed through me.

“Not him.”

Another silhouette at the corner of my eye. Another blade flashed out of the grit. I struck it back, as I parried the next one, and the next two. They kept coming. Wherever I swung, Rogo the Dervish was there, fleeing. Whenever I turned my back, Rogo the Dervish was there, blade out and aimed for my spine. Where I cut, Rogo the Dervish was there. Where I dodged, Rogo the Dervish was there. Where I—

The earth shuddered again. The dust was drowned in darkness. I ducked as a great foot came swinging out and over me. With one incredible step, the Compass Beast had cleared the entire town. Its immense body loomed over us, so close I could see the plants and moss growing on its underbelly.

Time was out. If we ever had it.

“Where is he? Where’s the real one?” I snarled to my gun.

“Patience,” he replied.

Which is not something I want to be told by anyone, let alone a magic fucking gun that talks.

Of course, I didn’t fucking keep him around because he’s a sparkling conversationalist, did I?

I raised the Cacophony. Aimed into the dust. Silhouettes danced in the grime, phantoms searching for an opportunity. They darted, ran, hurried this way and that, trying to trick me into choosing one of them to attack while the others ambushed me. Good strategy.

If they’d been fighting someone who didn’t have a magic gun.

I pulled the trigger. The shell sped, screamed, exploded. A hundred tiny shards of metal burst out in a spray, clattered uselessly to the ground. I saw the silhouettes cease their darting and pause to look at the tiny metal things.

“Patience,” I whispered.

And the shards answered.

It began with the humming. Then with shudders and flashes of metal as the shards grew metal wings. And when they took flight, their metallic buzzing challenged even the screams of the collapsing city to be heard.

The silhouettes of Rogo immediately began to flail and swat and strike, struggling to fend off the tiny metal beasts that swarmed and stung and pricked as they sped through the clouds of dust, tiny silver stars twinkling in the Beast’s shadow.

A flash of light caught my eye. One of Rogo’s copies fell to the ground beneath the stinging frenzy and vanished. And then another. And another. Bursts of brilliance lit up the shadows as Rogo’s copies succumbed to the Shardswarm shell.

I winced as a pair of fluttering razor wings swept past me, close enough that I felt the chill of their metal. This wasn’t good. Shardswarm wasn’t easy to control—it needed to kill and wasn’t particular about the target. If it couldn’t find its quarry in Rogro…

He can’t keep it up, I knew as I searched the darkness. He can’t hold on to his magic. Sooner or later, his copies will be gone and the only one left will…

Wait.

My ears twitched. Footsteps behind me. Heavy with desperation and pounding with fear.

“There.”

“There.”

I waited, waited until the sound of his feet was as heavy as the sound of my heart in my ears, waited until the blade was burning in my hand, waited until my scars ached the same way they ached that night when I got them.

And then, I faced him.

His black blade flashed. I felt strands of hair part from my head as I ducked under his blow. I leaned forward, caught his belly with my shoulder and his balls with my arm. My teeth clenched, my leg screamed, my lungs burned as I raised up and tossed him over my shoulder to land upon his back.

There was the sound of glass shattering and his screaming. He struggled to get to his feet, grasped at the ground. His fingers snapped off, red-stained glass fragments spilling to the earth as he fell back to the ground.

And my sword followed.

His eyes popped open. His mouth struggled for the words he’d never said. Steel flashed. Glass crunched. A body stiffened.

And whatever last words he’d said came out only as a wet, labored breath.

I held my sword in both hands, kneeling over him, the steel buried in his chest, a tiny monument of silver and red to the horror that had taken place here. I held it there, as all around me, flashes of light erupted in the gloom and disappeared. I held it there, as the singing metal fell. I held it there, as an enormous body on enormous legs walked over us, the Compass Beast completely heedless of what had occurred beneath it.

The shadow moved past us. The dust settled. Timid daylight shone down upon the town that had once been Paarl’s Hollow, too terrified to gaze upon it while the Beast still stood. What it gazed upon, between the gray clouds that swirled over it, was a cemetery.

Homes stood as morbid headstones, their skeletal remains presiding over the shattered rubble. Walls lay as coffins, stone cairns that tried and failed to hide the ruin. And in the earth, embedded beneath immense footprints, the clocks and tea sets, the wagons and beds, the stuffed animals and the nice hats and the blankets that people had since they were babies…

Weeds on headstones. Trivial memories of a world that no longer existed.

I suppose I couldn’t blame myself for still feeling cold, for still feeling like the sun couldn’t warm me. Maybe it couldn’t bear to look at us. Maybe it didn’t even notice me, or either of us. After all, among the carnage, who could be blamed for not picking out a tired woman and a dying man as they sat there in the ruin.

Just two more ruined things.

“Sal…”

When the Beast was far enough away, I could hear him.

“Sal… Salazanca…”

Rogo gasped my name. I leaned over him. With shattered fingers, he reached up and grasped my hand. I tensed, ready to shove him off. But there was no hate in his hand, no anger in his grasp. Just the same cold fear that everyone feels when the lights start to go dark.

“Virian…” he said. His voice was wet and choked. Blood was filling his lungs. “Virian… please, Sal, for all that I’ve done to you and all that we’ve been through, don’t…”

He didn’t have enough left in him to finish his plea. I saw the terror in his eyes, the desperate wish he still wanted to make. Even after all this, even after he couldn’t even acknowledge what he’d done, he still had a favor to ask of me. I wanted to hold on to that terror, to let him die in darkness not knowing what I’d do once he was gone…

“She’ll be safe.” I squeezed his hand slightly. “You have my word.”

But whatever kind of killer I was…

Whatever kind of end he’d deserved…

Virian didn’t.

His hand relaxed a little in mine. The skin of his hand began to go translucent and brittle, turning from flesh to glass. It spread with each slow, labored breath he took: down his arm, across his chest, up his legs.

“She is… a good girl, Sal,” he whispered. “I wish… I wish I had been…”

“Yeah,” I whispered back. “She deserved that.”

“She does…” A slight smile crept across his face, even as the glass-rot spread up to his chin. “I was… so stupid. I thought I could… run… if I just kept running… if I ran far enough, fast enough…” He closed his eyes. “Stupid. So stupid.”

“You’re not stupid, Rogonoroth.” I pulled my sword from his chest. Glass flaked from its edge. “Everyone tries to run from their past.”

The sunlight caught Rogo’s face. Through the pale glass that his body had become, a beam of light shone through, painted a prism of green and yellow and purple upon the ruined earth.

“It’s just that no one gets away.”

I stayed with him. As the Compass Beast continued to lumber away. As each shuddering step caused another crack to split across his glass body. And by the time the earth stopped shaking, there was nothing left of him.

Nothing but shards of glass and pale, fading light.






NINE

The Scar

I don’t think we tell stories to remember the past.

Not really.

Ask the people who were there—the people with the scars, the people who can’t sleep without dreaming of blades in the dark—they have no trouble remembering how it happened. They remember every inch of the steel that gave them their wound, every drop of their own blood on their hands.

Or at least, I do.

But people aren’t meant to carry those scars, those dreams. Our bodies are too frail, they’ll collapse under the weight. So our stories change—we skip over the parts that hurt too much to remember, we make the hard decisions sound easier, we make up reasons why we did the things we did, and that they were good, and the things they did were bad, so we can pretend that we at least tried to make things make sense.

We don’t tell stories to remember the past. We tell stories to forget it.

For all the days and miles I put between me and Paarl’s Hollow, I heard the stories about it. More than a few were about me, about the killer who came to town for reasons no one knew and left it like she left every other town she visited. A fair amount were about the Beast, about how it was punishment sent for some transgression no one could begin to guess. And some were about the bandit lord Dread Niri and the army of unstoppable, fearless murderers she commanded.

None of them mentioned Rogo. Or Virian.

But maybe that’s for the best. Maybe it’s better that no one really knows what happened—sometimes, I have trouble putting it together myself. And maybe it’s better that we have these stories instead of the truth that a lot of people died and a lot of shit got broken for reasons no one’s really sure of.

Or at least, on that night, I sure as shit couldn’t figure it out.

From high on a ledge, I stared at the ruin of Paarl’s Hollow, searching through its rubble as if I could find the cause for how all of this went to shit. But from up here, it barely even looked like it had once been a town.

The walls were completely gone, the heavy stones that had made them haphazardly strewn where they’d fallen after the Beast kicked them down. The forges and looms and wagons were buried beneath the imprints of colossal feet, fossils of a long-lost civilization that died only that day. And the houses…

Outside the collapsed walls was no better. Even the scorched-out hellscape of the forest had looked better than the shredded earth the Beast’s stride had made. And that trail of destruction continued all the way to the horizon.

Where I could still see it.

Hours later, miles later, it was still so huge that I could see the Compass Beast’s muscles twitch and jump as I lumbered across the land, tearing apart forests and crushing hills under its feet. And throughout its rampage, it did nothing more than let out a low, rumbling groan, never anything more than inconvenienced by the destruction it wrought.

Did it care that it had just destroyed an entire city in a few steps? Did it notice what it crushed underfoot? Had it ever been moved by pity, at some point, by compassion?

Or did it just see what I saw that night: a city that had been destroyed by people just as handily as it had been destroyed by a giant monster? Did it see us, fighting and killing each other and burning down everything, and figure, “Well, shit, I might as well?”

Maybe it didn’t care. Or maybe it just figured we didn’t.

I couldn’t find the answer in the ruins.

But someone did.

I squinted to see, but in the darkness of the night, I could see tiny lights moving. People in simple clothing picked their way through the ruins, pulling out timber or metal… a few bodies. Without ceremony, they carried the retrieved to a pair of wagons pulled by farm birds. Materials were placed in one. Bodies in another.

The people of Fleatown. Picking through the ruin of Paarl’s Hollow with the same lack of ceremony as their massive patron had destroyed it.

But then, my thought came unbidden, why are they bothering to pick up the bodies?

I saw more lights on the road of destruction that the Beast had wrought. A train of people followed the great creature, carrying their camp on their backs. Walking among the simple clothes, I saw fancier outfits and hides—people who’d survived Paarl’s Hollow and the Children who had survived me, now both just more Fleas clinging to the ankle of something bigger.

This morning, they’d been willing to kill each other. Months ago, they’d been willing to let each other die for more metal. And now… now…

What the fuck was it all for? I wondered. All this fucking trouble and they just end up together? Just like that? Why the fuck did we fight so hard if it wasn’t worth it?

That was the question I asked myself.

The question I desperately struggled to avoid asking myself was different.

If everyone else can just decide to stop, I wanted to wonder, what the fuck am I doing wrong?

I got an answer.

Not the one I was looking for. An answer on a voice of flame and a smile of cinders, in a surge of pain through my arm and a heat so deep and angry it put the worries to the flame and I felt them burn away to nothing inside me.

The Cacophony, sheathed at my hip, urged me not to think too hard about it.

And maybe that was the right choice. Or the wrong one. I doubt I’d ever know that, either.

I clambered to my feet. My leg felt better—whatever weird shit they’d given me at Fleatown worked, apparently. Another thing not to think too hard about. I found Congeniality pecking half-interestedly for mice in some tall grasses, collected her reins. Together we started off down the ledge.

Most of the time, I don’t mind traveling alone. Easier to get around, less worry. But then, most of the time, there’s usually something chasing me so I don’t have to think too loudly. On nights like these, nights when there’s no danger to think about and the sound of the ground crunching under my feet is too soft to drown out the noise in my own head… well…

They don’t tell you about these nights in the stories, do they?

That must have been how she snuck up on me. I wasn’t listening to the sounds around me, just the questions and troubles rattling around inside my skull. I wasn’t even aware of her until I heard the groan of her crossbow string as she drew it back and leveled it at the center of my spine.

I stopped in my tracks. I didn’t look behind me. I didn’t let Congeniality off her reins. I didn’t try to stop her.

I tell myself sometimes that I didn’t try because I didn’t want to deny her revenge. It’s a hard thing to stare down someone who took something from you, even if they have it coming. I didn’t want to put her through that, I told myself, and maybe some of that was true.

But not as true as the fact that I didn’t want to turn around and see the same look in her eyes that I had.

“Hey,” I said, without turning around.

Virian didn’t answer.

I was content with that. Content with this being my last word, this being my last moment—or so I told myself. But that couldn’t have been true, either.

“My leg got better.”

Since I just kept talking.

“Listen…” I sighed. “What happened in the town—”

“You killed him.” She hurled the words at my back, a thrown knife. When I didn’t bleed as she wanted me to, she spat them at my feet. “You’re here and he’s not, right? You killed him.”

“I did,” I replied.

I heard the rattle of her crossbow. She took a step forward. Hatred was in her voice.

“You murdered him.”

“I didn’t.”

“Birdshit you didn’t. You fucking killed him, didn’t you? How did he die? What did you do to him? Who…” She swallowed something hard and sharp. “What did he say before he died?”

I didn’t move. I didn’t answer.

“Did he cry out? Did he beg? What did he say?”

“It doesn’t matter,” I replied.

“Like fuck it doesn’t! What are you trying to do, protect me? You fucking killed—”

“Yes, I killed your father,” I shouted back. “I killed your father because he gave me scars that hurt like hell every fucking morning. I killed him because he took what was mine. I put him on the ground and put a sword in his chest and stood there until everything bled out and there was nothing left of him but glass. And nothing I said or he said or ever would say will change that. And that’s why it doesn’t fucking matter.”

She didn’t shoot me. Which was bad, because for some reason I just couldn’t shut the fuck up.

“It was always going to be this way,” I said. “He was always going to die. I was always going to kill him. He and I both knew that the day he, and all the others, didn’t kill me. You weren’t going to change that. A new name and a new city weren’t going to change that. You can’t take back the shit that we did.” I paused. “He and I both knew that. Every Vagrant does.”

A pause, timid and wary, before a whisper. “What was he like?”

“Huh?”

“My… him. What was he like? Was he a good man?”

Another pause. Colder. Angrier. “I don’t know.”

“What? What do you mean you don’t know?”

“What I said.”

“But… you knew him. You were—”

“I knew a blade in the dark. I knew my blood on his hands. And little more. Whoever he was after, whatever he did…” I traced a long line of knotted flesh across my chest. “They don’t make these things hurt any less.”

Silence. The loudest kind. The kind that only comes before mistakes. I could feel her hand on the trigger, her eyes full of tears, the great and bitter thing rising in her throat that would decide whether she was going to shoot me or not.

In hindsight, I shouldn’t have said anything.

“Listen, kid,” I said, “if you’re going to do that, stop and ask yourself—”

“Don’t,” she snapped. “Don’t you dare fucking ask me if this is what he would want.”

“I don’t know what he’d want and I don’t fucking care, either,” I growled, “but before you hit that trigger, I want you to ask yourself if this is what you want. Maybe you want to be the woman who killed Sal the Cacophony, maybe you even deserve to be her, but do you want to remember the weight of that bow in your hands your entire life?”

No answer.

“Do you want to remember how easy it was? How satisfying it was? How it still didn’t make anything hurt less? Do you want to know all the things you’ll kill trying to make it go away?”

No answer.

“And when you wake up in the morning, and when you go to sleep at night,” I whispered, “do you want to know how much time you’ll spend going down every name of every person who ever hurt you and wonder which ones you’d have to kill to make it stop?”

Nothing. No words. No breath.

I held my hands out.

“You want to be the woman who kills me, I won’t stop you. But you sure as shit don’t deserve that.”

I waited.

Waited for the click of the trigger. Waited for the sound of her wailing. Waited for her to curse or to shout or to keep talking. I would have accepted any of them.

When I finally turned around to look at her, though, she wasn’t there. I hadn’t even heard her leave. Nothing remained but a few messy footprints.

The sound of wheels turning hit me. I peered out over the ledge. Far below, I saw a single wagon pulled by a weary bird rolling down a lonely road. In its bed, the glistening metal of machinery rattled alongside a complicated crossbow. At the reins, Olio and Virian sat in silence and stared ahead.

Two kids, a bird and a printing press. The only things to make it out of that city intact.

Not a good story, I thought as I mounted Congeniality and spurred her ahead into a tired walk. No moral. No heroes. Not even very good villains. And a shitty resolution—what had been the fucking point of it all?

I reached into my pocket, pulled out a folded-up scrap of paper and a pencil. I unfolded it, looked down the list of names in black until I found the one I was looking for, and drew a line through it.

Rogo the Dervish.

I stared at that line, waiting for the moment it would make me feel like it had all been worth it.

I’m still waiting.

Not a good story, is it? Not now, anyway. In the months and years to follow that day, the Day of the Beast they started calling it, it would change to something better. Bards and poets would tell of it in taverns and courts. Old men would bicker and bet over how things really happened. Parents would tell their children a tale to keep them in line.

And every so often, someone might ask me what I thought about what happened on that day. And one person in particular would ask me if it had all been worth it, or at least, if I could be satisfied with what I got from it.

And I’d tell them what I’ll tell you.

It doesn’t matter.

Rogo was dead. Paarl’s Hollow was gone. However I wanted things to go, however they should have gone, wasn’t going to change any of that. No one would still have their homes. No one would walk away from this with new ideas.

It wasn’t a good story. It wasn’t a good ending. But we don’t tell stories to remember the past. Sometimes not even to forget the past. Sometimes we tell stories to survive. And sometimes surviving is all we get.

And sometimes, that has to be enough to keep doing it.
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ONE

LITTLEBARROW

The day the sky rained fire began like any other.

Meret awoke before the dawn, as he always did, to grind the herbs he had dried last week into tinctures and salves that would cure by next week. He gathered the medicines he needed to, as he always did—balm for Rodic’s burn that he had gotten at the smithy, salve for old man Erton’s bad knee, and as always, a bottle of Avonin whiskey for whatever might arise in the day—put them into his bag, and set out. He made his rounds, as he always did, and visited the same patients he always had since he had arrived in Littlebarrow three months ago.

The name was a little unfair, he thought. After all, it was a long time ago that a woman had built a shack to live in beside the cairn she had constructed for her only child. Since then, enough people had found it a good place to stop on sojourns into the Valley that it had grown to a township worthier of a name that matched its thriving circumstances. But as it wasn’t his township, he thought it not his place to protest the name, no matter how much he had grown attached to the place.

While it was nowhere near as big as Terassus or even the larger towns in the Valley, and it still had its share of problems, Littlebarrow was one of the better places his training had taken him. The people were nice, the winter was relatively gentle, and the surrounding forest was thick enough for game but not so much that larger beasts would come sniffing around.

Littlebarrow was a fine place. And Meret liked to think he had helped.

“Fuck me, boy, you missed your true calling as a torturer.”

Not everyone agreed.

He glanced up from Sindra’s knee, now wrapped in fresh antiseptic-soaked bandages, to Sindra’s face, contorted in pain, with keen distaste that he hoped his glasses magnified enough to demonstrate how tired he was of that joke.

“And you apparently misheard yours,” he said to his newest patient. “I would have thought a soldier would be made of sterner stuff.”

“If my name were Sindra Stern, I’d agree,” the woman growled. “As the Great General saw fit to call me Sindra Honest, I’ll do you the courtesy of pointing out that this shit”—she gestured to the bandages—“fucking hurts.”

“It hurts much less than the infection the salve keeps out, I assure you,” Meret replied, cinching the bandage tight. He dared to flash a wry grin at the woman. “And you were warned about the importance of keeping the joint clean, so in the interests of honesty, I believe I could say I told you so?”

Sindra’s glare loitered on him for an uncomfortable second before she lowered her gaze to her knee. And as her eyes followed the length of her leg, her glare turned to a frown.

The bandages marked the end of her flesh and the beginning of the metal-and-wood prosthetic that had been attached months ago. She rolled its ankle, as if still unconvinced that it was real, and a small series of sigils let off a faint glow in response.

“Fucking magic,” she said with a sneer. “Still not sure that I wouldn’t be better off with just one leg.”

“I’m sure you wouldn’t be able to help as many people without it,” Meret added. “And the spellwrighting that made it possible isn’t technically magic.”

“I was a Revolutionary, boy,” Sindra said with a sneer as she pulled her trouser leg over the prosthesis. “I know fucking magic when I fucking see it.”

“I thought that the soldiers of the Grand Revolution of the Fist and Flame were so pure of ideal that vulgar language never crossed their lips.”

Sindra’s face, dark-skinned and bearing the stress wrinkles of a woman much older than she actually was, was marred by a sour frown. It matched the rest of her body at least. Broad shoulders and thick arms that her old military shirt had long given up trying to hide were corded with the thick muscle that comes from hard labor, hard battles, and harder foes. Her hair was prematurely gray, her boot was prematurely thin, and her heart was prematurely disillusioned. The only part of her that wasn’t falling apart was the sword hanging from her hip.

That, she kept as sharp as her tongue.

“It’s the Glorious Revolution, you little shit,” she muttered, “and it’s a good thing I’m not in it anymore, isn’t it?”

“True,” Meret hummed. “Otherwise, I wouldn’t be able to treat you.”

“Yeah, lucky fucking me,” Sindra grumbled. “I wouldn’t mind a couple of alchemics our cadre medics used to have, though. A hit of those and I could fight all night.”

“I am but a humble apothecary, madam,” he replied. “And while herbs and bandages take longer, they heal just as good.”

Sindra sighed as she winced and hauled herself to her feet, her prosthesis creaking as she did. “You’re just lucky that it’s a choice between keeping you around and keeping soldiers around. If it were a choice between a smart-mouthed apothecary who couldn’t heal for shit and, say, a Hornbrow who hadn’t eaten in days, I’d slather myself in sauce and pry its jaws open myself.”

He agreed, but kept it to himself.

Littlebarrow had been fortunate enough to escape most of the battles between the Revolution and its inveterate foes, the Imperium, which had raged through the rest of the Valley. The wilderness surrounding it had seen battle, he had been told, and there was the incident with farmer Renson’s barn that was turned into kindling by stray cannon fire. But by and large, the two nations kept their fighting focused on the cities and resources. A township like Littlebarrow was worthy only of a few scuffles between Revolutionary cadres and Imperial mages.

One such scuffle had deposited Sindra here two years ago. After a savage battle that saw her grievously wounded after bringing down an Imperial Graspmage, she had been left for dead by both her comrades and her foes. The people of the township had taken her in, nursed her back to health, and begged her to put her sword and strength to the defense of their township, which she, in possession of a generous heart that nonetheless burned relentlessly for justice, reluctantly agreed to.

At least, that’s the way Sindra told it.

Meret suspected the true story was perhaps less dramatic, but he let her have her stories. It was true enough that she had the injuries that came from defending the town against the occasional monster that came wandering out of the woods or outlaws that came searching for an easy hit. But if the war ever came back to this part of the Valley, a middle-aged woman with a sword wouldn’t do much to stop it.

Hell, neither would a hundred.

He’d been to the rest of the Valley. He’d seen the tanks smashed into the earth by magic, their crews buried alive inside them. He’d seen the towns and cities reduced to blackened skeletons by cannon fire. He’d seen the big graveyards and the little graveyards and the places where they just hadn’t bothered to bury the bodies and had left the bird-gnawed bones to rot where they lay.

It hadn’t put him off. After all, the wounds inflicted by that terrible war were the whole reason he had come to the Valley once the Imperium claimed victory and started settling it again. But part of him wondered if the reason he hadn’t lingered so long in Littlebarrow was because, deep down, he knew that he’d never come close to mending even a fraction of those wounds.

“I can’t pay you, you know.”

He snapped out of his reverie to see Sindra leaning over the small table—an accompaniment to the small chair, small cabinet, and small bed that were the only furnishings of her small house. Though she stared at her hands, he could see the shame on her face all the same.

“It’s not like Terassus here,” she said softly. “We don’t have rich people. I know you’ve done more for this town than we deserve, but…”

She couldn’t bring herself to finish the sentence. He couldn’t bring himself to press her.

Wounds, he’d learned, came in two kinds. If you were lucky, you got to treat the broken bones, the split-open heads, the horrible burns—wounds that herbs and bandages and sutures could fix. If you weren’t, you had to treat the wounds like the kind Sindra had, like the kind all soldiers had.

The war had left them all over the Valley: soldiers who woke each night seeing the faces of their best friends melting off their skulls, soldiers who were visited by the ghosts of people they’d strangled to death, soldiers who had seen all the fire and blood and bodies that had heaped up across the Valley and simply lay down and didn’t see a reason to get back up.

Sindra was a strong woman. If half her stories were true, one of the strongest the Revolution had seen. She had been a sword of the Revolution. But she had been left behind. Too broken to be used by her comrades.

How did you fix a sword that couldn’t kill?

Meret didn’t know. He only knew what his master had taught him: how to keep wounds from getting infected and how to set broken bones, and one important cure that almost never failed.

“Do you have cups?”

Sindra looked up, confused. “Huh?”

“Cups. Glasses. Bowls will do, if you’ve got nothing else in this dump.” He slid a hand into his satchel and pulled the whiskey out, giving it a come-hither slosh. “You want to pay me back? I just finished my rounds and I hate drinking alone.”

Sindra grinned. “Close the fucking door, then. Snow’s coming.”

He smiled, walked to the door, looked up to the clouds. She was right. Winter was coming early to the Valley, as it always did. Snow fell gently, a layer of cold, black flakes falling softly upon the town’s—

“Wait.” Meret squinted. “Black?”

Somewhere far away, beyond the thick cloying gray of the sky, he heard a sound. Like a voccaphone, he thought, that strange crackling machine warble that couldn’t ever quite sound like a human. A tune, growing louder, one he could have sworn he’d heard before. What were those lyrics? What was that song?

“Is that,” Sindra muttered to herself, glancing out the window, “the Revolutionary anthem?”

And then the sky exploded.

First, sound.

A roar split the sky apart, a wail of breaking wood and shrieking metal fighting to be heard. The gray clouds shuddered and swirled, chased away to reveal a bright red flash, as though someone had jammed a knife into the sky and cut a wound lengthwise.

Then, fire.

In cinders, in embers, in fist-sized chunks and shards as big as Meret, it fell from the sky. A splintered timber crashed in Rodic’s field and lay smoldering like a pyre. A blade of metal as long as a rothac speared through the roof of a house and belched fire through the wound it had just cleaved. All around the town, the fires fell, erupting in gouts of flame, an orchard of laughing red blossoms in the span of a soot-choked breath.

And then, the ship.

Its prow punched through the clouds, the gray parting for the great iron figurehead of a stern-looking man, his hand thrust out in defiant warning. A hull followed, riddled with wounds of black and red as fires burst out of its timbers. Propellers across its deck and prow screamed in metal agony as they came apart under the stress of the flame. For one glorious moment, the sky was alight with the beautiful view of the ship, as magnificent as any he had seen in the richest harbors across the Scar, burning as bright as a tiny sun.

And then it crashed.

Meret had the presence of mind to scream as it plummeted into the earth. If there was a god, they must have heard him, for the ship veered away from the town and smashed itself into the fields nearby, carving a blackened scar into the earth as it tore through the trees there. A cloud of smoke roiled up, sweeping through the town and casting them into blackness.

“Shit.”

He hadn’t even noticed Sindra standing beside him that whole time. She was still staring at the wound in the clouds, mouth agape despite the ash gathering on her lips.

“That was… a ship,” she whispered reverently. “A fucking airship. The Great General’s very own fleet. I remember the propaganda, the paintings they made.” She swallowed hard. “That thing’s a Revolutionary prize. They won’t let it sit here. We have to get everyone and get away from the town before they come.”

That was very good advice, Meret thought.

And had he caught the whole of it, he’d probably have agreed.

As it was, he only managed to catch about half of it before running off toward the wreckage of the site like a fucking idiot.

It was stupid, he knew. But he had been stupid to come to the Valley to help people, stupider still to become an apothecary in the first place, so he saw no reason to stop now. He slowed only to shout warnings to get clear to the curious and horrified onlookers who had gathered outside to see the sky fall. He didn’t stop until he found the first body.

He tripped over it, planting face-first into the burned dirt. He looked back and grimaced at the sight of a blue coat laden with fancy-looking medals. Treating Revolutionaries always came with risks—they tended to “thank” you for your service by conscripting you into their armies.

Fortunately, this guy was dead.

Unfortunately, it had been magic that killed him.

An icicle jutted out of his chest, as long as a man’s arm, still whispering frigid mist even as fires burned around him. Only a mage could do something like that. And there weren’t many mages who weren’t part of the Imperium. Which meant war had brought this ship here.

And this ship had brought war here.

He pulled himself to his feet and beheld the other bodies scattered like ash across the field, half hidden in the cloud of dust and grit. Most were burned to death, smoldering alongside the ship’s rubble. A few had been crushed or broken like toys, tossed when the ship had been struck. A few others were dead of more unusual circumstances. But they were all dead.

More than he’d ever seen in one spot.

“You fucker.”

A hand grabbed him by the shoulder. He whirled, fearing the Revolution had already come to claim their war machine or that the dead had risen due to some magical birdshittery. Seeing Sindra’s angry face made him think that either of those might have been preferable.

“Do you not understand what’s happening here?” she snapped. “Everyone in the Valley must have seen this ship come down. Either the Revolution will come to pick up the pieces or the Imperium will come to finish the job and both of those things end with Littlebarrow and everyone in it dead.”

“But I had to help—” Meret began weakly.

“Help what?”

Good question. There was nothing left for him here. Even if he did find survivors, what could herbs and salves do for people who had been crushed by a giant airship or electrocuted by doomlightning or whatever the fuck those mages did?

But he could still help the people of Littlebarrow. And they’d need help. Whatever else happened after this day, it would not end well.

He sighed, turned, and nodded at Sindra. She nodded back, cuffed him lightly across the head, and together they started walking.

Until the rubble started moving, anyway.

The groan of timber caught his ear. He turned and saw a pile of debris shifting. He walked toward it and, as if in response, something reached out.

A hand. Wrapped in a dirty leather glove stained with blood. Tattoos of blue-and-white cloudscapes and wings stretched from the wrist down to the elbow. It reached out of the rubble, fingers twitching.

Alive.

In need of help.

Or so Meret thought when he started to run toward it. But when he came within ten feet of the pile, it shifted suddenly. A great beam of wood rose, pushed upward by a shape shadowed in the cloud of ash. Two tattooed arms lifted the great beam and, with a grunt of effort, shoved them aside.

The smoke cleared. The fires ebbed. And Meret saw a woman standing there.

Alive.

She was tall, lean, corded with muscle that shuddered with labored breathing, her dirty leathers not making much of an effort to conceal it. Or the numerous old scars and fresh injuries she wore. An empty scabbard hung at her hip. Her hair, Imperial white and cut rudely short, was dusted with ash. Pale blue eyes stared across the field, empty.

He started to move toward her. Sindra seized him.

“No.” No anger in her voice, just quiet, desperate fear. “No, Meret. You can’t help that one.”

“Why not?”

“The tattoos. You don’t recognize them?”

He squinted at her inked forearms. “Vagrant tattoos. She’s a rebel mage?”

“Not just any, you fool,” Sindra whispered. “You haven’t heard the tales? The warnings? That’s no outlaw.”

She pointed a baleful finger at the woman.

“That’s Sal the Cacophony.”

And a cold deeper than winter wrenched his spine.

He’d heard. Everybody who ever hoped to help people in the Scar had heard of Sal the Cacophony. The woman who walked across the Scar and left misery and ruin in her wake. The woman who had killed more people, made more widows, and ended more townships than the fiercest beast or the cruelest outlaw. The woman who painted the Scar with the remains of her enemies—Vagrant, Imperial, Revolutionary…

Sal the Cacophony, it was said, had tried to kill one of everything that walked, crawled, or flew across this dark earth.

And maybe that was true. Maybe all of it was. Maybe she had done even worse things than what the stories said.

But at that moment in that ash-choked field, Meret did not think about what may be. He thought about the only two things he knew to be true.

First, he should definitely turn around, start walking, and keep going until he forgot Littlebarrow’s name.

Second, he was not going to do that.

“Meret.”

Sindra, a woman who had once screamed the whole town awake when she thought someone had touched her sword, sounded strange, whispering his name as he started walking toward the white-haired woman. She didn’t go after him, making little more than a fumbling reach for his shoulder as he headed deeper into the ash.

Sindra, who had once slain a Bittercoil Serpent by leaping into its mouth and cutting her way out, was scared to draw the notice of this woman.

Truth be told, maybe he was, too. Or maybe he thought that the closer he was to the damage, the more he could keep it from reaching Littlebarrow. Or maybe some dark part of him, the morbidly curious part that had driven him to come to this war-torn land, wanted to look into the eyes of a killer instead of a corpse.

He didn’t deal with what may be. He dealt with what he knew to be true.

Someone was injured. And he could help.

“Madam?”

His voice was so timid he barely heard himself over the mutter of nearby fires and the groan of fragmenting metal as the gunship’s remains continued to crumble. Sal the Cacophony, breathing raggedly and staring out into the distance, did not seem to notice. He came closer, spoke a little louder.

“Are you hurt?”

She didn’t look at him. She didn’t even seem to notice the fact that her immediate vicinity was almost entirely on fire. Trauma, perhaps; he’d seen it before.

“We saw the ship come down…” He glanced toward the ruin of the machine, wearily sighing plumes of flame. “I mean, everyone did.” He looked back to Sal. “What happened—”

Or, more specifically, he looked into a gun.

A polished piece of brass, its barrel forged to perfectly resemble a grinning dragon’s leer, stared at him through metal eyes. Steam peeled off the cylinder, almost as if the thing were alive and breathing. A polished hilt of black wood clung to her hand—or she to it—as she leveled the gun at his face, finger on the trigger, and pulled the hammer back with a click that carried through the sounds of hell.

Including the sound of his own heart dropping into his belly.

Meret stared into the weapon’s smile, into that black hole between its jaws. For every story about the woman, there was another one about her weapon. The Cacophony could set fires that never went out. The Cacophony warped metal and broke stone. The Cacophony sang a song so fierce it killed anyone who listened to it.

He hadn’t heard as many stories about the gun. But even if he hadn’t heard a single one, he would have believed them.

Weapons ought not to look at people.

Not like that.

“Imperial?”

A ragged voice caught his ear. He looked up the barrel to see her looking down it. Her blue eyes, no longer so distant, were fixed on him. A long scar carved its way down the right side of her face, and a cold stare punched through him just as cleanly as the gun’s brass eyes had.

“W-what?” he asked.

“You Imperial?” Sal the Cacophony asked again, with the slightest variation in tone that suggested the next time she asked, it would be to a corpse.

He shook his head. “No.”

“Revolutionary?”

“No. I’m just…” He, without taking his eyes off the gun, gestured in the direction of Littlebarrow. “I’m from the village over there. Unaffiliated. Neutral.”

She stared at him for a long moment. Slowly, her eyes slid to the gun with an expectant look, like she expected it to weigh in on whether he was lying or not.

Could it do that? Was there a story about that somewhere? He thought he had heard something like that once.

“You know this gun?” she asked.

He nodded.

“You know what it can do?”

He nodded.

“Am I going to need to use it?”

He shook his head.

She either believed him or realized that she could probably wring his neck just as easily as shoot him. The gun lowered and, with a hissing sound, slid into a sheath at her side.

Without the threat of imminent death by firearm, he had a chance to take stock of her. Her breathing was steadier and she seemed unbothered by the wounds decorating her. Was that part of her legend? he wondered. Did Sal the Cacophony simply not feel pain?

“You a healer?”

Apparently not.

He noticed her eyes on his satchel. “Y-yeah,” he said, opening it. “I’ve got salves and… and stuff.” He swallowed hard, looked over her wounds. “What sort of pain are you feeling and when—”

“Not me.”

He looked up. She stepped away, pointed down to the earth.

“Her.”

There, nestled amid the wreckage, was a woman.

Pale, slender, dressed in clothes that weren’t Revolutionary, weren’t Imperial, weren’t anything special. Her black hair hung limp around a face peppered with cuts and scratches. Her skirts were torn and her shirt was stained with blood and soot. A pair of shattered spectacles rested on her chest.

She didn’t look like a Vagrant. Or anything that the stories said Sal the Cacophony was interested in. She was just a woman. A plain, ordinary woman you might find in a plain, ordinary place like Littlebarrow.

Why, Meret wondered, would a monster like Sal the Cacophony be around her?

“Help her.”

A good question. One he’d answer someday, if he had the time. But that would be another day, another place, another person. Right now, he was here, the only one who could help.

He knelt down beside the pale girl. He performed all the tests he had been taught: moved her as gently as he dared, listened to her breathing, studied her many cuts. He did not look back up to Sal the Cacophony, did not dare give her hope. Whatever monster she was, right now she was like any of the other fretting people who doted over their injured. She did not need hope. She needed information.

He could give it to her.

“Her breathing’s difficult,” he muttered. “Probably not surprising, given the fall. But it’s dry. No internal bleeding that I can tell.” He looked down at her leg and winced. “Thighbone is broken. Her left arm, too. And I’d be shocked if that was all.” He dusted the considerable amount of ash that had gathered on his clothes as he rose. “And that’s without however many cuts and wounds she’s got.”

“Can you help her?”

When he turned to face Sal the Cacophony, her stare was no longer so distant, nor quite so cold. It was soft. Wet. It didn’t belong on a monster. It didn’t belong in a place like this.

“Tell me what happened here,” he said, “and maybe.”

Those eyes hardened. Cold and thin as scalpels in a corpse’s body. She spoke in the voice of someone who was used to speaking once and did not repeat herself without steel to accompany it.

“You don’t need to know that,” she said, as slow and calm as a sword pulled out of a ten-days-dead body. “Help her. Help yourself.”

Despite the flames, he froze. His legs turned to jelly. His breath left him and was replaced by something weak and rotten in his lungs. He hadn’t felt that wind, that cold, since the day he had come to the Valley and seen the bodies.

He hadn’t turned away then, either.

“N-no,” he said.

“What?”

“No.” He forced his voice hard, his spine straight, his eyes on hers. “Whatever happened here, it concerns this town. And if it concerns this town, it concerns me.” He swallowed lead. “I’ll help her. But you have to tell me.”

She stared at him. Did the stories say she never blinked or had he just made that up?

She raised a hand. He forced himself not to look away.

Her hand shot out toward his waist. He felt ice in his belly, terrified that he’d look down and see a blade jutting out of him. His breath left him as she slowly drew her hand back.

In it, she held the bottle of whiskey he packed.

“Avonin.” Her eyes widened a little. “Damn, kid. What do you use this for?”

“Disinfecting wounds,” he replied.

She looked at him like he had just insulted her mother, then gestured at the unconscious woman with her chin.

“How much of this do you need to treat her?”

“I… I don’t know. Half, I think?”

“You sure?”

“No.”

“Get sure.”

He looked over the woman on the ground, nodded. “Half.”

Sal the Cacophony nodded back. Then she pried the cork out with her teeth, spat it out, and upended the bottle into her mouth and did not stop to breathe until she had drained exactly half the bottle.

She handed it back to him, licked her lips, and spat on the ground.

“I’ll tell you,” she said, “but you have to promise me something.”

He stared at her as she looked over the wreckage. “All right.”

“I won’t ask you to promise to forgive me,” she said. “But when I’m done…”

She closed her eyes, sheathed her weapon, and let a black breeze blow over her.

“Promise me you’ll try.”
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They fed a corpse to the dragon.

They said the man had died a beggar in Talumon. Now his bones, if properly digested, will give us Grit. But what of his soul? If any part of him remains here through the Moon Passing, he will never reach the Homeland. His fate will be like mine.

The Harvesters don’t concern themselves with such thoughts. I have been with them now for six days. I did not glimpse the dragon or her breath of flames as she fired the dung into Slagstone, but I marvel at her role in this natural process.

Back home, the streets of Beripent are aglow with Light Grit. Nobles warm their manors with clouds of Heat Grit. But I suspect now that they, like me, understand little of its origins.

Here, on Pekal, truth lurks behind every crag and tree. I am seeing things I have only known in writing. And at the end of my journey, I hope to put in writing things no one has ever seen.

The Harvesters have what they came here for. In the morning, they will collect the Slagstone from the dragon and their path will take them down the mountain. But I must slip away in the dark of night, for my path presses on. Upward. Higher.

To truth.

It begins here. Although, for me, I suppose this is something of an ending.

PART I


That Crimson Moon, each cycle filling the sky with its hues of blood, throws a light to sicken man, from which there is no cure. Alone in these floating lands, is there no one to shield the Wayfarer, far from that Homeland blessed? A Holy Torch is lit on each unholy night, to draw from the Moon its flames of red.

—Wayfarist Voyage, Vol. 1



The passing Eye spills flame above the frailty of human life. Blazing bodies upon the summit. The flicker of a lighting Torch.

—Ancient Agrodite song


CHAPTER
1

Ardor Benn was running late. Or was he? Ard preferred to think that everyone else in the Greater Chain was consistently early—with unreasonable expectations for him to be the same.

Regardless, this time it was all right to keep his appointment waiting. It was a stew tactic. And stew tasted better the longer it cooked.

Ard skipped up the final stairs and onto the third floor. Remaught Azel clearly wasn’t the big fish he purported. Rickety wooden tri-story in the slums of Marow? Ard found the whole thing rather distasteful. Especially after Lord Yunis. Now, that was something! Proper stone mansion with a Heat Grit hearth in every room. Servants. Cooks. Light Grit lanterns that ignited with the pull of a chain. Ard half suspected that Lord Yunis wiped his backside with lace.

Different island. Different ruse. Today was about Remaught Azel, no matter how unaccommodating his hideout appeared.

Ard shifted the Grit keg from one arm to the other as he reached the closed door at the end of the hallway. The creaking floorboards would have already notified Remaught that someone was coming. Interesting, Ard thought. Maybe there is something useful about holing up in a joint like this. Floorboard sentries.

The door swung open, but before Ard could step through, a hairy, blue-skinned arm pressed into his chest, barring entrance.

“Take it easy,” Ard said to the Trothian man. This would be Remaught’s bodyguard. His dark, vibrating eyes glared at Ard. Classic. This guy seemed like a tough son of a gun, although he was obviously past due for one of those Agrodite saltwater soaks. The skin on his arm looked like it might start flaking off.

“I’m a legitimate businessman,” Ard continued, “here to do… legitimate businessy things.”

He glanced past the large bodyguard to the table where Remaught sat, bathed in sunlight from the western window. The mobster wore a maroon velvet vest, a tricornered hat, and a shoulder cape, currently fashionable among the rich folk. Remaught seemed tense, watching his bodyguard detain Ard at the doorway.

“Search him.”

“Really?” Ard protested, holding the Grit keg above his head so the bodyguard could pat his sides. “I left my belt and guns at home,” he said. “And if I hadn’t, I could easily shoot you from where I’m standing, so I find this whole pat down a little unnecessary, and frankly uncomfortable.”

The bodyguard paused, one hand on Ard’s hip pocket. “What’s this?” he asked, his voice marked by a thick Trothian accent.

“Rocks,” Ard answered.

“Rocks?” Like the bodyguard had never heard of such things. “Take them out—slow.”

Ard reached casually into his pocket and scooped out a handful of small stones that he’d collected on the roadside before entering the building. “I’ll need these for the transaction.”

In response, the Trothian bodyguard swatted Ard’s hand, sending the dusty pebbles scattering across the room.

“Now, that was quite uncalled-for,” Ard said to the mobster at the table. “I find your man to be unnecessarily rough.”

“Suno?” replied Remaught. “Three cycles ago, he would have fed you those rocks—through your nose. Going soft, I fear. Fatherhood has a tendency to do that.”

Ard wondered what kind of father a mobster’s bodyguard would be. Some fathers made a living at the market or the factories. This guy made a living by stringing people up by their toes at the whim of his boss.

The Trothian moved down, feeling around Ard’s thighs with both hands.

“At the very least, you should consider hiring a good-looking woman for this step,” Ard continued. “Wouldn’t hurt business, you know.”

The bodyguard stepped back and nodded to Remaught, who gestured for Ard to enter the room.

“Were you followed?” Remaught asked.

Ard laughed as he set the Grit keg gently on the table, stirring a bit of dust that danced in the sun rays. “I am never followed.” He adjusted the gaudy ring on his index finger and sat down across from the mobster. “Except occasionally by a bevy of beautiful maidens.”

Ard smiled, but Remaught Azel did not return the gesture. Instead, the mobster reached out for the Grit keg. Ard was faster, whisking the keg away before Remaught could touch it.

Ard clicked his tongue. “How about we see some payment before I go handing over the Grit in a room where I’m unarmed and outnumbered?”

Remaught pushed backward in his chair, the wooden legs buzzing against the floor. The mobster crossed the room and retrieved a locked safe box from the window seat. It was no longer than his forearm, with convenient metal handles fastened on both sides. The Regulation seal was clearly displayed on the front beside the keyhole.

“That looks mighty official,” Ard said as Remaught placed it on the table. “Regulation issue, isn’t it?”

“I recently came by the box,” replied Remaught, dusting his hands. “I like to keep my transactions secure. There are crooked folk in these parts.”

“So I hear,” answered Ard. “And how do I know the safe box isn’t full of sand?”

“How do I know that Grit keg isn’t empty?”

Ard shrugged, a smirk on his face. They had reached the part of the exchange that Ard called the Final Distrust. One last chance to back out. For both of them.

Remaught broke the tension by reaching into his velvet vest and producing a key. He slipped it into the lock, turned it sharply, and lifted the lid.

Ard squinted at the coinlike items. They looked real enough in this lighting. Most were stamped with seven small indentations, identifying them as seven-mark Ashings, the highest denomination of currency.

“May I?” Ard plucked out a coin before Remaught granted permission. Ard lifted the Ashing to his mouth and bit down on the edge of it.

“Taste real enough for you?” Remaught asked. Ard’s relaxed nature seemed to be driving the man continuously more tense.

Ard studied the spot where his teeth had pressed against the coin, angling it in the sunlight to check for any kind of indentation. He preferred to gouge suspicious coins with a knifepoint, but, well, Remaught had made it pretty clear that weapons were not allowed at this meeting.

The Ashing seemed genuine. And if Remaught wasn’t planning to slight him, there would be 493 more in that safe box.

“You ever been to the Coinery on Talumon?” Ard flicked the coin back into the open box. “I was there a few years back. On legitimate business, of course.”

Remaught closed the lid and turned the key.

“Coining,” Ard went on. “Sparks, that’s an elaborate process. Just the effort it takes to grind those raw scales into perfect circles… And you know they follow up with a series of chemical washes. They say it’s for curing and hardening. I hardly think a dragon scale needs hardening…”

Across the table, Remaught was fidgeting. Ard suppressed a grin.

“Is something wrong, Rem? Can I call you Rem?” Ard pressed. “I thought this information would be of particular interest to a man in your line of work.”

“Perhaps you can save the details for some other time,” Remaught said. “You’re not my only appointment today.”

Ard leaned back in his chair, pretending that the mobster’s words had really put him out.

“I’d prefer if we just get along with the transaction.” Remaught gestured to the Grit keg. “What do you have for me there?”

“One full panweight of Void Grit,” said Ard. “My source says the batch is top quality. Came from a good-sized block of indigestible granite. Passed through the dragon in less than five days. Properly fired, and processed to the finest of powder.” He unlatched the cap on the Grit keg and tilted it toward Remaught. “The amount we agreed upon. And at an unbeatable price. I’m a man of my word.”

“It would seem that you are,” answered the mobster. “But of course you understand that I’ll need a demonstration of the product.”

Ard nodded slowly. Not all Grit could be demonstrated, especially indoors. But he had been expecting such a demand for this transaction.

Ard turned to the Trothian bodyguard, who leaned in the doorway like he was holding up the frame. “I’ll be needing those rocks now.”

Remaught grunted, then snapped at his bodyguard. “Suno! Pick up the blazing stones.”

Wordlessly, the man hunted across the floor for the stones he had slapped away. As he searched, Ard quickly picked up the safe box, causing Remaught to jump.

“Relax,” Ard said, crossing the room and carefully setting the valuable box on the wooden window seat. “I’ll need the table cleared for the demonstration.”

A moment later, Suno handed the rocks to Ard and lumbered back to the doorway, folding his dry, cracking arms.

There were nine little rocks, and Ard spread them into a loose ring on the tabletop. He unclasped the Grit keg and was about to reach inside, when Remaught grabbed his arm.

“I pick the Grit,” the mobster demanded. “No tricks.”

Ard shrugged, offering the container to Remaught. The man slipped his hand inside and withdrew a pinch of grayish powder. Ard pointed to the center of the stone ring and Remaught deposited the Grit in a tiny mound.

“That enough?” Remaught asked, as Ard brushed the pinch of powder into a tidier pile.

“More than enough,” Ard said. “You trying to clear the whole room?” He clasped the lid on the Grit keg and set it on the floor behind him. “I assume you have a Slagstone ignitor?”

From his vest, Remaught produced the device Ard had asked for. It was a small steel rod, slightly flattened at one end. Affixed at the center point along the rod was a spring, and attached to the end of the spring was a small piece of Slagstone.

Remaught handed the ignitor to Ard, the tiny fragment of Slagstone wobbling on its spring. “With the amount of Void Grit you’ve laid down, I’d expect the blast radius to be about two feet.” Ard said it as a warning. Remaught caught the hint and took a large step backward.

Ard also positioned himself as far from the table as he could, while still able to reach the tiny pile of gray Grit. He took aim and knocked the flat end of the steel rod against the table. The impact brought the spring down and the small piece of attached Slagstone struck the metal rod.

A respectable spark leapt off the Slagstone. It flashed across the wooden table and vanished instantly, with no effect.

“Ha!” Remaught shouted, as though he’d been waiting to make an accusation. “I should have known no one would sell a panweight of Void Grit at that price.”

Ard looked up. “The Grit is legitimate, I assure you. This Slagstone ignitor, on the other hand…” He held up the device, gently shaking the spring as though it were a child’s toy. “Honestly, I didn’t even know they sold something this cheap. I couldn’t ignite a mountain of Grit with this thing, let alone convince the spark to fall on that pinhead target. Allow me to throw a few more sparks before you let Suno rip my ears off.”

The truth was, the tiny pile of powdered granite hadn’t lit for two reasons. First, Remaught’s Slagstone ignitor really was terribly inaccurate. And second, the Void Grit was definitely fake.

Ard leaned closer to the table, pretending to give the ignitor a close inspection. With his right hand hovering just above the pile of gray powder, he wriggled his fingers, spinning his heavy ring around so he could slip his thumbnail into a small groove and slide the face of the ring aside.

The gesture was subtle, and Ard was drawing Remaught’s attention to the ignitor. He was sure the mobster hadn’t noticed the fresh deposit of genuine Void Grit from the ring’s secret cavity.

“Let’s see if this does the trick.” Ard repositioned himself, bringing the ignitor down, Slagstone sparking on impact.

The genuine Void Grit detonated instantly, the powder from Ard’s ring creating a blast radius just over a foot. It wasn’t at all like a deadly Blast Grit explosion of fire and sparks. This was Specialty Grit, and the particular demonstrated effect was far less dangerous.

A rush of energy emanated from the pinch of Void Grit, like a tremendous wind blasting outward in every direction from the center.

It happened much faster than Ard could withdraw his hand. Caught in the detonation, his arm was shoved backward, the Slagstone ignitor flying from his grasp. The stones on the table flew in every direction, the Grit pushing them to the perimeter of the blast, their momentum sending them bouncing across the floor.

The Void Grit was spent, but hovering around the table where the detonation occurred was a dome of discolored air. It would have been a spherical cloud if it had detonated midair, but the tabletop had been strong enough to contain the underside of the blast.

Remaught stumbled a step closer. “How did you do that?”

Ard wrinkled his forehead. “What do you mean? It’s Void Grit. Digested granite. That’s what it does.” He bent down and retrieved a fallen pebble. “It voids a space within the blast radius. Clears everything out to the perimeter. The effect should last about ten minutes before the blast cloud burns out.”

To prove his point, Ard tossed the pebble into the dome of discolored air. The little stone barely touched the perimeter before the effect of the Grit pushed it forcefully away.

Remaught nodded absently, his hand drifting to his vest pocket. For a brief moment, Ard thought the mobster might pull a Singler, but he relaxed when Remaught withdrew the key to the safe box. Remaught stepped forward and set the key on the edge of the table, just outside the hazy Void cloud.

“I’m ready to close the deal,” he said, producing a few papers for Ard’s inspection. Detonation licenses—or at least forgeries—which would allow him to purchase Grit.

But Ard wasn’t interested in the legalities of the transaction. He dismissed the paperwork, picking up the keg of false Void Grit and holding it out to Remaught.

“Of course, I’ll need a receipt,” said the mobster, tucking his licenses back into his vest.

“A receipt?” That sounded frightfully legitimate to Ardor Benn.

“For my records,” said Remaught. In a moment, the man had produced a small square of paper, and a charcoal scribing stick. “Go ahead and notate the details of the transaction. And sign your name at the bottom.”

Ard handed the Grit keg to Remaught and accepted the paper and charcoal. Remaught stepped away, and it took only moments for Ard to write what was needed, autographing the bottom as requested.

“I hope we can do business again in the future,” Ard said, looking up from his scrawling. But Remaught Azel didn’t seem to share his sentiment.

“I’m afraid that will not be the case.” The mobster was standing near the open doorway, his Trothian bodyguard off to one side. Remaught had removed the cap from the Grit keg and was holding the cheap Slagstone ignitor.

“Whoa!” Ard shouted. “What are you—”

Remaught brought the ignitor down. A cluster of sparks danced from the impact, showering onto the gray powder housed in the open keg.

“Did you really think I wouldn’t recognize an entire keg of counterfeit Grit?” Remaught asked.

Ard crumpled the receipt and dropped it to the floor, lunging for the key on the edge of the table. He scooped it up, but before Ard could reach the safe box, the Trothian bodyguard was upon him. In the blink of an eye, Ard found himself in a headlock, forced to his knees before a smug Remaught.

“I believe I mentioned that I had another appointment today?” Remaught said. “What I didn’t tell you was that the appointment is happening now. With an officer of the Regulation.”
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