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      "What a blast! This book is insanely good, insanely funny, and insane."

      -Dyrk Ashton, Author of Paternus

      

      "I don't think I've ever laughed so hard reading a story in my life… ever. River of Thieves is highly imaginative, wildly hilarious, and so very weird - in the best way possible."

      -Justine Bergman, Whispers and Wonder

      

      "If you’ve ever wondered what a Terry Pratchett novel would look like if he got drunk and dabbled in grimdark, well... here you go."

      -Luke Tarzian, Author of Vultures

      

      "A wickedly funny satire (not for the easily offended) with a lot of heart."

      -Angela Boord, Author of Fortune's Fool

      

      "You know what, just read it, especially as I want to copy-paste the entire book as my favourite bit. Except the ending. Hurry up with the sequel, Mr Snyder. I'm deducting a star for the ending, so it's only 5/5."

      -Bjorn Larssen, Author of Storytellers

      

      "This book is absolutely batshit ... in the best possible way."

      -Hiu Gregg, The Fantasy Inn

      

      "Sharp wit and a biting sense of humor made River of Thieves one of the most enjoyable reads I’ve had this year. It is savage and profane but also relevant and heartfelt."

      -Adam Weller, Fantasy Book Review

      

      “If you are a fantasy fan who also has a soft spot for, say, Hunter S. Thompson, you're going to love this book.”

      -Michael McClung, Author of The Thief Who…
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        “The sphincter of time is ever puckered, and when it opens, hot lutefisk everywhere.”

        -H.P. Lovecraft, probably

      

      

      

      
        
        "Karma is a double-sided boomerang dildo. Some of you motherfuckers are about to learn the hard way."

        -Cord
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      This is a story all about how Nenn’s life got flipped, turned upside down. I’d like to take a minute so don’t you grieve, and I’ll tell you how Nenn got mixed up with the Prince of Thieves. In Cat Shit City born and raised, Our Sister of Perpetual Sorrow is where she spent most of her days. Maxin’ out relaxin’ all cool and pissing in the local nobles’ pool, when a couple of guys who were up to no good started makin’ trouble in the neighborhood. They got in one little fight and Cord got scared, said ‘We’ve moving with Rek and Luxie to where the air is rare!’ Nenn grumped and groused and rolled her eyes, packed up his corpse to get away from bad guys. He whistled for a carriage and when it came near, the driver was lumpy and there were balls on the mirror. If anything, they could say this carriage was rare, but they thought Nah, forget it– ‘Yo homes, to Tremiare’. They pulled up to the gate about seven or eight and yelled to the driver ‘Yo homes smell ya later’. They looked at their kingdom, finally there. To sit on the throne and get their fair share1.
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            The Bitch is Back

          

        

      

    

    
      The second time Cord appeared in my life, he was decidedly unexploded. Which is the preferred way to live for most people, as I understand it, except perhaps mimes. It was once written that mimes1 crave death the way cattle crave grass. Having witnessed three thousand of the greasepainted freaks2 leaping from a cliff in Knockton, falling silently, flapping their arms like birds, I tended to believe it. As for us, we didn’t want to die, so Rek and I spent the winter sailing up and down the coast of the Veldt before heading west, the Codfather bucking and rolling on a sea unhappy with the onset of the cold season. We sailed toward Gentia, which as luck would have it, was in the middle of a war. Okay, maybe not luck. Cord had always held three things were true about Gentians: they were miserable bastards; they made the best wine; and the only thing they liked more than making wine was making war.

      Having little else to do with ourselves and being short on money thanks to a past that included several deaths, the destruction of a city, regicide, and blowing up a god, we needed work. More than that, we needed to eat. More than that, Rek's cats needed to eat. They'd begun to view the fish we continued to feed them as an insult, and I knew if we didn't find some lamb and catnip soon, we'd have a furry mutiny on our hands.

      So, we turned south where the weather and the water were decidedly warmer, and put into port at Vignon, city of lights, and wandered the wharf. The place smelled of fish and spice and the odd mélange of several thousand bodies pressed up against each other, but for once we were just happy not to breathe ice and salt. We stepped onto the planks of the pier, boots echoing on wood hardened by seafoam and sun and dried fish guts. Walls of white brick and stucco rose at every angle and posters covered every surface. Though neither Rek nor I read Gentian3, most were easy enough to decipher through guesswork.

      Always someone buying or selling. Someone played at nearly every open space, lute and pipe and drum4, trying to convince the passing audience to cough up a few coins. It was an exercise akin to trying to convince a cat not to lick its ass; futile, and no one wanted to look. Strange machines with bottoms like tapered barrels occupied street corners, a metal stem rising from the top and ending in a square face with a slot. Patrons stood by the devices as they spat out slips of paper. The people reading the communiques, laughing or raging in turn.

      A man in bedraggled robes marking him as a Tremairian wizard jostled toward us through the crowd. His hair was a wild disarray of spikes, and his eyes wide. He smelled vaguely of pickles. He grabbed Rek’s tunic with thick grubby fingers like a man who’d fallen from a ship and had finally found a rock in the sea. Said rock raised an eyebrow and glanced at me. I shrugged. The mage made a sound like a lost kitten, pulling our attention back.

      “Please,” he said, releasing Rek and clutching at my arm. “I am Mihir the Great, and I’ve forgotten the word.”

      I looked to Rek, then back. “What word?”

      “The word for the thing.”

      I tried to shake him off. He clutched harder and shook his head.

      “You don’t understand. It’s for the thing. The sitty thing.”

      “Chair?” Rek supplied.

      He shook his head and unhanded me long enough to pull at his hair. “No, no! The thing, the thing you sit in!”

      “Couch?” I tried.

      He gave a cry of frustration. “Arg! No, it’s like a couch, but shorter.”

      “Loveseat?”

      He blinked. His eyes lit up, lips curling into a smile.

      “Lovesea5-” he exploded, showering the crowd with gore.

      I blinked at Rek. He shrugged, and we sidestepped the still-smoking remains of the wizard, leaving cries of disgust from the crowd behind as the chaos of the city closed in on us again. Bodies pressed in tight, smelling of spice and perfume and in some cases, sex and body odor. Through it all, Harrowers walked, black robes and fetishes held plain to see. Not a Leashman in sight. I grunted in surprise.

      “What’s up?” Rek asked.

      “Harrowers. In plain sight.”

      “Must be a cultural thing.”

      “Yeah. Cultural.”

      A knot wormed its way into my stomach, and I pushed it away. I’d have time to work out what was happening later. First, I needed food. Maybe a bath. Possibly a good lay. Not necessarily in that order.

      We moved shoulder to shoulder, making a path to the market district, where wooden stalls and bright bunting vied with loud voices and the shine of trinkets. Further into the city, great statues of men clad in plate armor or thrusting weapons to the sky looked over the masses, patriarchal in their mien. Despite their gravitas, bird shit coated their shoulders, bringing the dignity of their station down a notch. Rek stopped us beside a street vendor holding unidentifiable meat on a stick.

      "What kind?" he rumbled to the vendor.

      The skinny man working the grill looked Rek up and down. "Do you care?"

      "Not really," Rek said.

      He shelled out two coppers, handing me a stick as the vendor passed them to him. The meat, though cooked to a fine leathery perfection, still had legs and a tail. I glanced over at Rek, jaws working as he chewed. I eyed mine with some skepticism. I imagined it twitched, and held it away from me.

      "Mmm," he said. "Good rat."

      "You can have mine," I said.

      "Too good for rat?"

      "Too good for the flux. It's been months since I shit myself. I'd like to keep that streak going."

      “Streak?”

      “Shitpants free since ’93.”

      “Good for you.”

      Rek finished his rat on a stick, then started on mine. I choked back a gag as he paused to spit a tooth out. Not his own. As we wandered, he stopped at a fruit stand and bought a handful of lemons.

      “Why lemons6?” I asked.

      He shrugged and stuffed them into his bag7. “Might want tea.”

      We moved on, past more stalls featuring scarves woven from silk, and jewelry made from all manner of pearl and gem and other glittering stones. In one corner, a man in a neat uniform stood behind a simple booth. A sign posted beside him read Now Recruiting Mercenaries in both Gentian and Veldt. Other signs were posted beside it: If you want peace, prepare for war. See something, say something. Don’t let the devilmen in! Typical propaganda. I nudged Rek in the ribs.

      "What about that?" I asked.

      He shook his head. "Military work."

      "So?"

      "So, you want someone to tell you when to piss, where to shit, waking you up at stupid hours, and sending you to get your face chopped off?”

      “What? My face?”

      “Choppy choppy, face patè,” Rek nodded sagely. “You really want to get into the mud and blood with the worst of 'em?"

      "Motherfucker, I worked with Cord8."

      Rek blinked. "That's a good point."

      We moved toward the booth.

      "Maybe they'll actually pay us, too," he said.

      What can I say? The man’s an optimist.

      We came to a halt in front of the soldier. He was whip thin, hair streaked with iron, white eyebrows, bushy mustache. He eyed each of us in turn.

      "What's this, then?" he asked, voice heavily accented with the glottal stops and phlegm-like emphasis of the region.

      "We'd like to sign up," Rek said.

      "Can you fight?"

      "Like a rat in a bag," I said.

      The soldier nodded and pulled a sheaf of papers from somewhere beneath the booth’s counter. He held them out, alongside a pen.

      "Make your mark. Pay's three silver a week, bonus for victories. You bring your own gear."

      "Where's the band stationed now?" I asked.

      "North of here. Grenwood. They're getting ready to move on the Hestians."

      "Good. Never liked those Hestians, anyway," I said as I signed the paper.

      The soldier coughed as Rek signed his name.

      "There you are. Be on the coach at five. Leaves from the north gate. If you miss it, it's a breach of contract. We'll find you," the soldier said.

      “Which means?” I asked.

      “Do you like being whipped?”

      “Cord might,” Rek said.

      “What?” The soldier asked.

      “What?” Rek repeated.

      An awkward silence followed, and we walked away, leaving the soldiers with his contracts.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The thoroughfare took us along shop-lined streets and across a central square. In the city proper, the number of questionable vendors thinned, as did the sight of beggars and the sick. The clothing worn by citizens here was well-kept and clean, and the residents too. The streets were well-swept, and even the usual faint smell of sewage was absent. It was like someone had scrubbed the streets in anticipation of a visit from a judgmental aunt. It made me nervous. Show me a city with no filth, and I’ll show you a closet stacked to the ceiling with turds.

      In the square, the roads ran off north, south, and east. We’d come from the south and the docks. To the north, the gate we needed. The street ahead was more of the same—high-end shops and well-dressed patrons, bakeries and restaurants, artisans, and banks. To the east, the street widened again, the great statues lording over the city, the road rising until it formed bridges that crossed sparkling canals, giving the city an undeniably attractive aesthetic.

      Well-armed soldiers patrolled, some in pairs, others alone, holding the strained leashes of beasts that looked like they may once have been wolves, but now bore a bone carapace and tentacles that lashed the air lazily. One of the guardsmen gave Rek and I a hard stare, and I waved our papers in what I hoped was a friendly manner. The soldier pulled a grimace. I nudged Rek in the ribs to keep him moving.
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        * * *

      

      We camped out by the north gate, a burbling fountain keeping us company. After about an hour, Rek groaned.

      "What?" I asked.

      "Water. If I see any more water for a long time, I might puke."

      "But the cats are on the boat."

      "Ehh..."

      "The cats are on the boat, right, Rek?"

      "Uh, not, not as such."

      "Did you let the cats into the city?"

      Just then a tabby walked by, dipped a paw into the fountain, and disappeared around a corner.

      "Oh, this'll be interesting," I said.

      He changed the subject. “You uh, you put a lot of rats in bags?”

      “What?” I asked. I stared up at one of the statues in the square. It was of a severe man with a hooked nose and bushy eyebrows. He wore a crossed pair of phalli 9on his lapels and belt buckle, and the hilt of his sheathed blade was a stylized skull.

      “Rats. You put them in bags to fight?”

      “No… not recently,” I replied.

      I tore my gaze away from the statue and inspected another. The disturbing mix of sex and death festooned it as well. For my money, the iconography on display as a decorating choice was as subtle as a ferret in the pants. Sure, some places you want skulls. Cemeteries. Retirement homes. That one food cart you just can’t stay away from even though you know you’ll be shitting water for the next three days. Other places, you might want a dick. Brothels. Political debates. But mixing the two was a decision akin to agreeing to inseminate an elephant. The hard way.

      Now that I saw it, it was everywhere, a homage to over-the-top-masculinity. On the fountain, penises blew water into the air. The gate was fashioned like a skeletal gaping jaw, above which two carved hollow sockets hovered in the stone. A woman walked past, wearing a skull broach, the eyes fashioned from rubies. She set her jaw on seeing Rek, but said nothing, skirting us as she moved on.

      “What the fuck…” I muttered to myself.

      “What is it?” Rek asked.

      “Just a suspicion,” I said.

      “About?”

      “This place.”

      “Huh. Should we leave?”

      A huge clatter caught our attention, cutting my answer short. The front gate opened like a yawn in the skeletal face, and in strolled a carriage. Black-lacquered and big enough to hold ten people, it moved on spider legs, and for a moment, a wave of perfect panic rippled through me. Rek nudged me, nodding toward the back, and I noticed the steel vanes standing up from the rear. I breathed a sigh of relief. It was only a mage engine.

      The carriage came to a halt, and we piled in alongside six other recruits, all in various states of age, though for four of them, their dress shared characteristics. Clean and expensive, right down to their blades, they were well-groomed. Their clothing was worth more than Rek and I could have spent in a year. The other two, in cheap homespun clothing, wearing scratched and chipped weaponry, climbed in beside us. The wealthy looked anywhere but at us, moving to one side, away from the others in the carriage. I bit my tongue, trying not make a comment about those who think their shit doesn’t stink despite a preponderance of proof. The door closed, and the mage in the rear spoke a word, sending a wave of frisson into the air. The carriage lurched into action, and before long, the countryside passed by at a blur as the legs churned up turf.

      "Better than the whole penis thing, right?" Rek asked.

      The other members of the carriage turned to look at us, and I shrunk in my seat, pretending to look out the window.

      "Nenn?" Rek asked.

      I flipped him the bird.

      "Aw," he said.
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        * * *

      

      The carriage came to a halt, settling down on thick legs, and the door popped open. We filed out down the steps, one at a time into thick evening sun. The landscape had changed, from seaside city and pastoral fields to rocky plains bordered by thick forest. A stockade had been set up, and the camp beyond organized in neat concentric circles. Camp followers at the outskirts, followed by enlistees, then officers, logistics, and finally, at the center, the camp commander. A pair of flags flew from the big tent at the middle, one the Gentian arms—a cluster of skulls on a black field—the other of a fox carrying a blade in its mouth. My stomach rumbled.

      We stepped off the carriage, and a big man with a limp approached.  I stretched, every muscle in my legs and back protesting from sitting still for so long. An involuntary groan escaped my lips, and I glanced over sheepishly, but no one else seemed to notice. The aide looked us up and down and then gestured to the tent in the center.

      "You two. Commander wants to see you."

      "Ah fuck," I whispered to Rek.

      "What?" Rek whispered back.

      "Just a feeling."

      We followed the soldier through neat roads beat into the ground, the pace set by his limp allowing us time to look around. Cookfires were set up in regular intervals, and the sounds of laughter and grindstones came to us from distant points. Men sat in circles, drinking, gambling, or bullshitting. Others maintained armor and arms or mended holey socks and shirts. The smells of roast venison and bear and vegetables drifted through the camp, and my stomach rumbled again10.

      We turned up a main concourse, past simple canvas, and into a row where the tents were more lavish, colored, and thicker material. As we approached the center of camp, more ostentatious displays of wealth appeared, pavilions replacing simple bivouacs. Personal guards stood at flaps, a glimpse of warm animal skins and furniture inside, and full dining sets and rugs in some cases.

      Finally, we arrived at the commander's tent. The aide limped inside, indicating we were to wait for him to return. After a moment, he stepped out and swept the tent flap to the side.

      "You may enter," he said.

      "Thanks, sire," I snapped.

      He ignored me as Rek and I tramped past. The inside of the tent had every amenity known to man, and a couple they'd probably not yet considered. A short man at the far end stood hunched over a table covered with maps, his wide frame tense. He turned and grinned at the sound of our entry, the patch over his eye winkling a little.

      "Rek! Nenny! About time!"

      The knot in my stomach chose that moment to rear its head, and I vomited a little, spitting bile to the side.

      “Aw, the rug,” Cord said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Awkward Reintroductions

          

        

      

    

    
      "Id it broden?" Cord asked between his fingers.

      They hid his broken nose. I'd punched him in the face a few seconds after our reunion. Anger still boiled in my guts.

      "Where the fuck were you? Why didn't you come find us? What's up with your eye?"

      I wound up for another punch, and Rek grabbed me. I lashed out with a foot and tried to kick him anyways.

      "I wad dead. Amd den I wadn't. I had to do a ting for Cabor," his voice cleared up as he spoke. "And then I traded the eye to get my curse back. Without the yucky spitting shit up part."

      I took a deep breath, and then another. Rek let me go, and I approached Cord. I stared him hard in his eye.

      "So, what's the angle here?"

      He grinned. "That's the spirit. I had a thought."

      "Gods help us all," Rek said.

      "Anyway, that thought was: War. Good gods y'all, what is it good for? And it turns out, war's good for getting rich. And who has money?"

      "Rich people?" I supplied.

      "Exactly. Who likes to start wars?"

      "Uh, rich people?"

      "Bingo-roni."

      "What?"

      "Never mind. The point is, I can kill two birds with one stone this way. The rich guys get to serve in a respected mercenary company, get a bit of credibility to their names, and in return, a few suffer ‘accidents’. A quarter of their assets default to the company to defray training and administrative costs, and the rest get to sit behind the lines and talk about what a shame it was."

      "And they agree to this?" Rek asked.

      "Acceptable risk. In Gentia, upward mobility is limited by service. We provide service and they risk death. You can’t convince anyone with a fortune that death is a remote possibility half the time. Wealth breeds arrogance1."

      "Yeah, but how do you win battles?" I asked.

      Cord grinned and laid a finger aside his nose. "Ace in the hole."

      Tug 2 chose that moment to walk in. Impossibly attractive, not very bright, he was an old friend of Cord's, and just as gold obsessed. He was also a competent enough necromancer. I looked around, but didn't see his golem, Elvis, anywhere. Thank the gods for small miracles.

      "Ah, okay," I said.

      "What?" Rek asked.

      "They resurrect the dead nobles, use them for fodder. Explains Tug here," I said

      "It's Tug Tuggerson now, miss," he said.

      Cord nodded. "He was ennobled."

      "Hell of a trick. What'd you do?" I asked.

      "Resurrected the Gray Lady's dog," Cord said.

      "And nothing horrifying happened?"

      "No. I mean… it was dead for like, a week," Tug said.

      "Ick," Rek said.

      Cord nodded. "But it's the Grey Lady. She's a bit... off."

      "All of this explains the tents we passed on the way up, then."

      "Oh, and I have something else to show you," Cord said.

      He led us through a smaller flap at the back of the tent, up a short dirt path that wound to the top of a hill. From its peak, we could see the forest stretched for miles. Closer, near a pile of stones, something lay beneath a canvas tarp. The wind snapped at the edges, and the small hairs on the back of my neck rose. The air wavered around the object like a heat mirage.

      "Is that what I think it is?" I asked.

      Cord walked over and swept the canvas back. The thing underneath stood just over three feet tall. Round and squat, its center was open like a barrel, though I couldn’t see a bottom when I peered in. Instead, inky blackness rippled in its place. Wires ran from the exterior to several tall slim steel cylinders that thrust toward the sky. Veins and skeins of flesh entwined with the wires and made a nebulous mesh connecting it all. It thrummed with a soft hum, and at its base, a glass window through which a brain was visible, floating in a viscous green fluid.

      "What in the seven fucking snowy hells is this?" I asked. "Is that a fucking Harrower engine?"

      "It's a Harrower engine," Cord said, as if he hadn't heard the question.

      "Are you fucking insane3?" I asked.

      "I know what you're thinking," Cord continued. Again, as if he hadn't heard me. "I am not insane. I know exactly what this baby does."

      He slapped the side, and it let out a low moan that rippled through my guts.  A bird fell from the sky, plummeting into the center. The machine burped into life with a sound like a ripping sail. The cylinders on the sides rotated around it like cars on a carousel, each glowing with a black light that sent the surrounding countryside into stark negative relief as they passed. Cord backed away, Tug not far behind.

      "What?" Rek said.

      "What?" Cord shouted.

      The machine screamed in response and the cylinders spun faster and faster. Above the engine, clouds swirled in a counterclockwise manner. Purple light gathered at the center.

      "Fuckin' un-fuckin'-believable, you fuckin' moron!" I shouted.

      The machine's scream rose, and we took shelter behind a nearby pile of boulders as a beam of purple light shot upward, joining the clouds. They ripped asunder, tearing a hole in reality. Silence abruptly filled the space, making our ears ring. I looked up as something small and black fell from the sky, coming to land with a resounding smash that cracked the earth atop the hill.

      Pitch-black feathers covered its body, golden eyes staring from inky pinions. It clacked its beak once as Cord rose and approached it.

      "It's cute!" he said. He extended a hand and petted it.

      The raven screamed and snapped at his fingers, shearing his remaining pinkie off with the efficiency of a razor. Cord cursed and squeezed his hand to stop the blood flow, tying the palm with a strip hastily ripped from his shirt. I drew my blades, ready to impale the little nightmare. Cord hissed a breath and raised a hand despite his pain. He shook his head, then reached into a pouch at his side and tossed the bird a chunk of something red and raw. It snarfed it down and allowed Cord to rub its head this time. Rek, Tug, and I came to stand beside him.

      "What the fuck is it?" I asked.

      "Unpleasant," Rek said.

      "Yeah, that's a demon, Cord," Tug said.

      "I think I'll call him Urk," Cord said.

      I rolled my eyes and started down the hill path, Rek and Tug in tow.

      "Hey, where you guys going? This is cool! Guys?" Cord called.
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        * * *

      

      We'd regrouped in Cord's tent, finding couches and chairs to take the weight off. Cord paced; his hand wrapped in a bandage while his unnatural healing did its thing. He couldn't regrow lost limbs, but he wouldn't be bleeding out any time soon. The raven, Urk, rode his shoulder, chewing happily on what looked suspiciously like a kidney, the organ clutched in one set of talons while the other steadied the bird on his shoulder.

      "I feel like you need a nickname," I said. "Cord Eight-Fingers. Cord the Lacking."

      He ignored me.

      "How about Cord, the Mathematically Challenged?" Rek asked.

      "Too wordy," I said.

      "Cord Shitbrain," Tug suggested.

      He flipped us the bird.

      “At least you’ve still got that one,” Rek said, rolling his eyes.

      "Okay, what's up your butt?" I asked.

      Tug snickered.

      "The Hestians are coming," Cord said.

      "And?"

      "And, we have to beat them. Or this whole thing," he waved his hand in a vague circle, "goes bye-bye."

      "Yeah, losing the meal ticket would be bad. Solutions?"

      Cord shrugged. "We could summon a whole shitload of Urks."

      I shook my head. "I'd rather wipe my ass with a cactus."

      "Send in the rich guys?" Tug suggested.

      It was Cord's turn to shake his head. "That's kind of part of the whole not losing our money thing."

      "Okay, so...," I said.

      "Set the forest on fire," Rek said.

      "That would never work," Cord said.

      "Why not?" I asked.

      "Because, uh... well... shit. Okay. That's not a terrible idea," Cord said.

      "Then set archers on the hills and just pick off whoever runs out," Rek said.

      I looked at Rek. "You're scary."

      He shrugged. "Just lazy. Look at how much I don't have to swing my axe."

      I snorted. "This guy's going places. Maybe not the good place, but places."

      "If any of us end up in the heavens, I'm going to say that someone either tricked the gods or killed them," Tug said.

      "Tangentially, Tug—whatever happened to Elvis?" I asked.

      "He's uh..." He looked at Cord.

      I blinked. "His brain's in that fucking machine, isn't it?"

      "Maaaaaybe..." Cord said.

      "Gods, you two," I said.

      "Tug's idea," Cord said.

      "He's a golem!" Tug protested.

      "So much for free will, eh?" I said.

      Cord had the good sense to look ashamed.

      "How long until the Hestians get here?" Rek asked, changing the subject.

      Cord turned to his table, looked at the maps laid there. "About a day. They've got to work their way through the woods. Even if they get around half the traps our scouts set, and keep to the clearer paths, they'll still have to contend with downed trees and ambushes. We're not going to make it easy for them."

      Rek and I joined him at the table. "What's their disposition?" Rek asked.

      "Archers, footmen, some shock troops—they call them shrikes—not much else. They couldn't bring siege engines or cavalry through. But they do have the 101st Bang Legion," Cord said.

      “Bang Legion?” I asked.

      “They use some sort of tube to fight. More efficient than a bow, and accurate. Their motto is ‘Out of My Cold Dead Hands’4,” Cord said.

      I sighed at the machismo. "Can they come over the forest?" I asked. "They've got mages, right? They could fly people in."

      Cord nodded. "It's possible. Even if they do, we outfitted some ballista for air targeting. Inferno bolts, acid netting. They're not going to get much through. I'm sure they know that."

      "Then why are they even pushing here?" Rek asked.

      "I don't know," Cord said.

      "It's going to be a slaughter," I said, staring at the map.

      "Yeah. We're gonna be rich," Cord said.
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      We stood at the crest of the Harrower engine hill, surveying our deployment. Archers stood at surrounding peaks, ballista arrayed below and around them. Each inferno bolt was full-sized, glass globes of liquid fire affixed to the tips. The acid bolts were similar, though four balls on the ends composed the tips, netting bunched up between them. As with the inferno bolts, similar glass globes of acid waited in the center of the netting. When deployed, they could burn a grid pattern through man, beast, or structure.

      The forest below seethed with movement, the Hestians no longer able to conceal their approach.

      I watched the movement for a minute, then turned to Cord. "Why?"

      "Why what?"

      "Why kill these men? You once believed that death was necessary only for justice."

      He turned to me, puzzled. The raven on his shoulder hopped and resettled with the movement.

      "For one, they’re fascists. I can’t think of anyone who needs killing more. Two, I'm sending a message. I don't like this any more than you do, but the fact is, until the number of dead is unacceptable to the men sending them to their deaths, I'll do what's necessary."

      "So, you'll end war? This war? All war?"

      "No. But I will make them deeply consider ever sending men off to die to begin with. To wholly and unabashedly consider their stances on oppression and hate."

      "Is the cost worth it?"

      He sighed. "Maybe the blood cost is the only thing worth it. These men, they don't consider any other. Family, food, health. They’re secure in what they have. In their privilege. War brings famine, disease, rot. It brings broken hearts and broken families. And for what? This piece of land, or that one? Fuller coffers, more power? Does anyone make war for peace? What would that look like? No, the cost isn't worth it. It never is. But it has to be paid. So, I'm going to bleed these Hestians. Then I'm going to bleed the Gentians. I'm going to push them until the mud in the fields is churned red, because it's all bullshit, Nenn."

      He turned back to the waiting lines and raised an arm. Several of the ballista fired into the tree line, the globes shattering on impact. Fire spread in a wave, engulfing trunk and branch, shrub and vine. Screams echoed from the foliage as the front line of invaders succumbed to smoke and flames. He turned to another line of siege engines and raised his arm again. They fired, the twang of their bowstrings sending a deep thrum into the air. As they flew, the nets snapped open, the globes inside shattering and coating the ropes. When they struck the first line of trees, they sizzled through, felling the trunks. They dug into the tree line and as they met the fire, sent up thick clots of smoke.

      More screaming followed the second volley, and I stepped back, fingering my blades nervously. Rek put a hand on my shoulder, and I spun to him.

      "This was your fucking idea," I spat.

      "I don't..." he trailed off.

      Soldiers spilled from the tree line, aflame, or choking on smoke. The archers went to work, cutting men down as they fled, littering the plain before the forest with bodies. Cord turned to Tug.

      "Wake 'em up and send 'em back in," Cord said.

      The necromancer nodded, raising his arms and chanting. His voice echoed across the hills. The broken bodies twitched, spasmed, and then rose. They found their feet, arrows protruding from them like pins in an insect. They turned as one and shuffled back toward the tree line. Several explosive coughs came from the weapons of troops hidden there. Pieces of flesh flew off, disintegrated, or exploded in bloody gouts, but to no effect. In minutes, the newly reanimated had re-entered the forest. The volley stopped.

      A new sound, buzzing from above, caught our attention. I looked up to see several soldiers soaring in the blue, with bright silver boxes strapped to their backs. The archers caught them as well, and fired into their midst, dropping a few. The survivors swooped down and picked up some of our mercenaries, then dropped them onto the rocks. Even amid the chaos, I heard bones shattering.

      One of the shrikes swooped down and snatched Tug up mid-chant. Cord whirled and ordered the archers to target the enemy. An arrow found the man, splitting his throat like an overripe apple. They fell, Tug entangled in his legs. Below them, the machine waited. As one, they plummeted into its barrel opening, and it chugged dutifully to life12.

      "Well, we're fucked," Rek said.

      “At least he’s with Elvis now,” Cord said.

      The cylinders around the machine spun, clouds gathering above. As before, the engine churned, the air growing unreal around us, static leaping from the armor and weapons of nearby soldiers as it gathered power. As it did, screams nearby joined those from the melee below, each spark lighting soldiers’ steel blue and red. As it arced from target to target, the metal fell away from those touched, and their flesh boiled as if infected by plague moving at the speed of thought. They split like overripe pomegranates, seeds spilling from their gelid flesh, shrieks of horror bubbling in their throats.

      Where the seeds touched, they set down thick roots, tall stalks rapidly springing up from the hulls, red bulbs clinging to the greenery. In a matter of seconds, they were ripe, and the pods burst. They spilled translucent bodies onto the grasses, small and snakelike but for a cluster of spindly legs at the head, and a single eye staring out. They moved in quick succession, searching for something, disappearing into the ranks. I stared on in horror as they found a soldier who’d escaped the arc of lightning. It clutched the man’s leg, shimmying up with dizzying speed, then in a flash, used its razor-tipped limbs to rip a hole in his trousers.

      “What the fuck is going o-” Cord said.

      He winced as the little beast dove headfirst into the man’s ass. The soldier clutched his cheeks, howling in surprise as the thing dug its way inside him. Then, just as quickly as it had come, it ended, and the man stiffened. He turned our way. His eyes deliquesced, forming bloody pools in the sockets. More of the beasts made their way to the few surviving soldiers and turned them toward our group as they were infected. As one, they opened their mouths and spoke.

      “CORD. WE HAVE FOUND YOU.”

      “Ah shit,” Cord breathed.

      “What?” I asked, blades out. I backed into Rek. He clutched his axe hard enough to turn his knuckles turn white.

      “Oros.”

      “Hey guys.” A new voice from behind pulled our attention and made us spin round in surprise. Lux 3stepped from the barrel of the Harrower engine, whole and undamaged. My heart skipped a beat.

      “Miss me?” she asked.
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      The Frustrated Cloisters

      "Fuck, this is hard," Rez dan Spez gasped as he twisted his foot toward his spine.

      Some part of his mind struggled with the urge to belch out that’s what she said in response. His right hand wrote the Sixteen Sigils of Remna on the prescribed vellum, while his left twisted its fingers into the Eighth Sign of Anaxos. It was bad enough one had to be chosen by the Masters by virtue of blood to be inducted into the Cloisters; this seemed unnecessary torture.

      "It is necessary!" Barked Ram dan Anil, his back straight, nose pointed west, the sole of his left foot on his buttocks. It was the Seventh Stance, designed to protect from magical backlash.

      Rez dan Spez cursed under his breath and scream-sang the Seven Pentameters of Lenon. His body fizzed with energy, and just as he was to unleash the Fire of Huma, a stray fart escaped his clenched cheeks. Undirected power lashed from him, burning several of the potted ficuses in the room, and roasting a small bird in its cage. For his part, Ram dan Anil was untouched.

      "This is why magic has rules!" Ram dan Anil1 shouted, spittle covering Rez dan Spez.

      His apprentice sighed, twisted his ankle until it pointed skyward, and tried again. He wished, with a glum sort of resignation, that he hadn't had that second bowl of lentils.
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        * * *

      

      Rez dan Spez sweated as he made his way down the halls of the Cloisters. They had been established in the year of the Enklil, 4656, long before the uprising of the Honka and the subsequent One Day War that led to the emancipation of the mountain people of Juven. Later, when the Barrows were emptied, and Lord RedBack came for the Tyrant Gods of Miliwaka, the Cloisters were razed to the ground. A hundred years later, they were rebuilt by a lone herder and his wife, privy to the secrets of the Thousand-Fold Way and the coming Convergence. Now, they were little more than a stone shell inhabited by the mage monks of the Seven Path.

      Rez dan Spez recalled one other brother who had shown great promise—Rek dan Met. A big man, gifted in the ways of the Ninefold Fist. He had been stolen away in the night by the Outsider. Rez dan Spez always suspected Rek dan Met was the Great Smith in disguise, but could never prove it. He’d even peeked beneath the other monk’s loincloth while the big man slept, looking for evidence. It was said the Great Smith’s anatomy was shaped like a hammer. Truth be told, Rez dan Spez could not remember. He suspected inadequacy quashed memory and curiosity that night. Regardless, the times when he had to perform his lessons for Ram dan Anil dan Anil made him wish the Outsider would visit again.

      A pounding came again to the iron-bound doors of the monastery, pulling him from his thoughts.

      “Just a fuckin’ minute!” Rez dan Spez swore.

      He reached the doors and offered up a prayer to Liminial, the Scholar of Ruin, then flung them open. Blustery air reached him, and a hint of something else. Smoke? A great wheezing filled the air, and Rez dan Spez strained to see its source over the man standing in the doorway. He was massive, muscle built on muscle, and clad in tight black leather studded with skulls. The newcomer’s white hair blew in the breeze, and his indigo eyes stared down at Rez dan Spez with no compassion. A black blade, the width of a hand and easily as tall as the skinny monk hung from the stranger’s back. Whispers rolled off it like the purple smoke steaming from its deadly edge.

      “What?” Rez dan Spez snapped.

      “I have come.”

      “Yes, and you’re letting the air out. State your business.”

      “I am Calamine Crood, Son of the Morning Star, wielder of Horcrux, the Whispering Blade, and Bringer of the Gloaming.”

      Rez dan Spez peered up at him. “Gloaming, eh? What is that?”

      Crood sighed. “It’s the time between dusk and dawn. Look, is your master home?”

      “Rama? Sure.” His eyes narrowed. “You ain’t selling something, are you?”

      “No. Yes. My services.”

      Rez dan Spez looked up at the big man. At the muscle, the tight leather. The handsome face. He didn’t know what Ram dan Anil was into, but he wasn’t there to judge. He stepped aside.
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        * * *

      

      Rez dan Spez poured steaming tea into a delicate cup for Calamine, then turned to his master. Rrn dan Ith was shadow swathed in ebon robes, even his face hidden behind the Veil of the Ancestor. Rrn dan Ith raised a gloved hand and waved Rez dan Spez away, the fledgling mage scuttering to the corner to wait on the next call.

      "Fine tea," Calamine said.

      "Indeed," Rrn dan Ith said. His voice was a wet blurble, as though he spoke through a raw wound. "Tell us master Crood, why you darken the Cloisters' door. Are your Hestian masters finally going to relent and allow us access to the Book of Eibon?"

      Crood tipped his head back and laughed, the sound rich and threatening at once. "Old fool. I have come for what is promised."

      "Not..." Rrn dan Ith's voice trailed off.

      "Yes."

      "You have no right!" Rrn dan Ith slammed a fist against the small table beside his chair, making the teacup jump with a clatter. Rez dan Spez winced. Those were exceedingly difficult to replace.

      "I have every right! I am the Son of the Morning Star! I wield the Whispering Blade and the Barrow of Obfuscation!" The cords on Crood's massive neck stood out in stark relief. "Give me what I want, and I'll leave you in peace. Refuse me, and I'll make the walls drip with every bodily fluid imaginable."

      "How... unsanitary," Rrn dan Ith said. His hood swiveled to Rez dan Spez. "Let the brute have his prize.”

      Rez dan Spez nodded and left the room with a sigh of relief, leaving the two sitting in silence.

      "So... how's Marn?" Rrn dan Ith asked.

      "Good, good. How's your... horrible disease?"

      "Painful. Irritating. Itchy."

      "Sorry to hear that."

      Rrn dan Ith waved a gloved hand. "It is what it is."

      The door opened, interrupting them. Rez dan Spez entered, a pale skinny man on a leash trailing behind. The man's hands were bound, a gag held in place with a leather band around his head. He looked to Rrn, then Crood, his eyes narrowing.

      "Remove his gag," Crood commanded.

      "I do not think that wise," Rrn dan Ith replied.

      "I will do as I please, old man."

      Rrn dan Ith nodded, and Rez dan Spez reached up with hesitant fingers, undoing the clasps. The gag fell away.

      "Cuck. Cuck cuck. Cuck cuuuuuck cuck cuck." The man tilted his head, nose forward.

      Crood's great brow beetled. "I thought chickens clucked."

      "Yes, well," Rrn dan Ith said. "This is a man possessed by a chicken. You see the difference?"

      "Cuck. Cuck." The man bent at the hips and licked the floor.

      "Was it a particularly stupid chicken?" Crood asked.

      Rrn dan Ith shook his head. "The chicken was quite bright. The man however..."

      The leashed man flapped his arms. "CUCK!"

      Crood loosed his sword. It bathed the room in a purple glow, and the whispers grew louder. "I would have you know; no matter how necessary, this death brings me no pleasure. It's like killing an invalid. Or a painfully stupid politician."

      "That's redundant. Why not like killing a crippled puppy?"

      Crood turned his head and glared at Rrn dan Ith. "I do not kill puppies. A man has to have a line."

      "Fine." Rrn dan Ith flapped his hands and turned away. "Get it over with already before someone suggests a worse comparison."

      "Cuck?" the man interjected.

      Crood set his lips in a tight line and swept Horcrux down, cleaving the pale figure in two. Gore showered the men in a disgusting baptism. A wisp of smoke rose from the red ruin, joining the vapors at the sword's edge. The blade's glow shifted to a deep red, and Crood smiled.

      "At last. It is ready."

      He left the room, long strides taking him away and out of the Cloisters in short order.

      When he had gone, Rez dan Spez asked the question that had nagged him the entire time. “Why are we doing this again?”

      “Because the Plot demands it,” Rrn dan Ith replied.

      The Plot. Foreseen long ago by the greatest Sages of the Cloisters, it was said to detail every event that would or must happen. The monks had become so beholden to their belief in it over time that it was now the answer for every unanswerable question. “Because the Plot demands it” had become a fatalistic cry for the faithful. To Rez dan Spez, still in his apprenticeship, it sounded suspiciously like “Fuck if I know.”

      He looked around at the mess left behind by Crood.

      "What a fucking disaster," Rez dan Spez mumbled.

      Rrn dan Ith shot him a glance.

      "Yes, I know. I'll get a mop."
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      We smashed headlong through the camp, making a beeline for the waiting carriage. As we ran, the—I wasn't even sure what to call them—assbeasts? invaded more soldiers. They turned in slow succession as we passed, as if we were celebrities, and they our adoring public. That is, if your adoring public has an irresistible urge to pull your guts out and festoon several acres with them.

      "Why are we even running?" Cord puffed, legs pumping furiously. "It's just a dead god. We've beaten him before. I'll bet Rek could take him."

      Rek smashed aside a red-eyed soldier with a massive elbow, caving in the interloper's helmet and sending him sprawling in a clatter of steel. "Uh-uh," he said.

      The fallen soldier screeched and leapt to its feet. I spun mid-stride and whipped a blade as it tried to leap for us. The knife sank into its eye, and it dropped. We sped on.

      "In case you haven't noticed," I wheezed, "there are a lot more of him now."

      "Semantics," Cord said.

      "Mathematics," I said.

      We skidded around another corner to a cluster of the red-eyed creeps waiting. Just behind them, the black-lacquered carriage waited, hunkered on its legs.

      "I got it," Lux said.

      She stepped in front of us, and Rek stood behind, fending off the tide of possessed from that direction. Lux raised her hands and screamed. The sound pierced my ears, making my head ache. Cord winced beside me, and Rek grunted in pain. A white wave of power rippled from Lux’s throat, catching the soldiers as they advanced. Heads popped like papier mache struck on a Cruciatus Day celebration, and they toppled, necks spraying red fountains. Cord was already moving again.

      Rek shouted, and I glanced back. The possessed behind us had organized and rolled forward like a fleshy wave. I put on speed, breaking for the carriage. Cord waved from the door, Lux atop the driver's seat.

      "Get in the fuckin' carriage, Nenn!" Cord shouted.

      Rek passed me, and I cursed. I didn't know the big man had it in him. Fingers grazed my back as I reached the step, and bolts of lightning flashed from Lux, burning my retinas. The fingers turned to ash, and Rek hoisted me into the carriage, Cord slamming the door shut. Lux spoke a word from the driver’s seat, and the crackle and smell of ozone filled the air. Impacts shook the carriage, and for a moment, it seemed as if it might tip, then the legs lurched into action, sending us on our way. A frustrated scream dwindled behind us.
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        * * *

      

      We rode in silence for an hour before I twitched the curtains back and looked out at the countryside as it passed. To the north, trees passed in a parade of green needles and broad leaves. South of us was the long plain of the Gentian peninsula. To the west, I had little to no idea. I'd only seen this part of the world on maps and in some books. I let the curtain drop and leaned back in my seat, searching the pockets of my vest for a cigar. I came up with a stump and lit it. The smoke seared my throat, and I let out a blue plume in an exhale of relief. Rek coughed and waved it away, but he'd learned on our trip across the sea to keep most complaints to himself. Cord stared at and past me, lost in his own world. Behind us, in the driver's seat, Lux maintained the magic that kept us moving. My stomach growled in complaint.

      "I need to eat," I said.

      Cord snapped from his thoughts and eyed my stomach. "So we heard. I know just the place." He lifted his chin and addressed Lux, "Vignon?"

      Lux nodded. I turned back in time to catch her eyes drifting up from my back. She stared straight ahead, and I watched her for a moment. Still pale, still beautiful. Though, now that I saw her in new light since her absence, a little harder. Her lips twisted up in a sly grin, and I blushed, turning round in my seat.

      "Sorry, have you lost what few marbles you had?" I asked Cord. “Why would we go back to the place we’re running away from?”

      Cord took his turn to push the curtain aside and watch the country pass. He was silent for a moment. I shot Rek a look. The big man shrugged.

      "Opportunity," Cord said.

      Rek grunted.

      "What? What's that? Do you know something?" I asked the big man.

      Rek looked uncomfortable and tried to look anywhere but at me. Lux broke the silence, and Rek breathed a sigh of relief.

      "Vignon is where Cord met Fela. The love of his life."

      "She is not," Cord said.

      "You loooove her," Rek teased.

      "Do not," Cord insisted.

      "Cord, love?" I asked.

      Cord let the curtain drop. "Hey, I can love."

      "I know of only three things you love. Money, sex, and revenge," I said.

      "And Fela," Lux added.

      I pursed my lips and looked at the stocky thief. "Must've been someone special."

      "Something," Rek said.

      "What?" I asked.

      "Something. Fela is the heart of Vignon," Rek said.

      "I don't understand," I said.

      "No one does. I mean, look at him," Rek said.

      "Hey. I'm right here," Cord said.

      "No, I mean, what is the heart of a city?" I asked.

      "All cities have hearts. Midian was Cruciatus'. Orleght, the bones of a dragon. In this case?" Rek said. "A dead god."

      "Of course," I said.

      "Not dead. Sleeping," Cord said. "And we did some definitely not dead stuff last time I was there."

      "I didn't need to know that," I said.

      "No one needed to know that," Rek agreed.

      Lux chuckled

      “Okay, but won’t they kill us if we go back?” I asked. “Or at least punish us for desertion?”

      Cord scoffed. “For losing a battle? They’re a war city. Fighting is the thing that matters.”

      “Okay, but what about the thing behind us?” I asked.

      “We’ll take the long way around. Hopefully throw it off our trail,” Cord said.

      “And if not?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “Vignon has high walls. And a goddess. We hope they’re enough.”

      “That’s a lot of hope,” I said.

      “It’s what I do best,” he said, a small smirk on his lips.

      The carriage stomped on.
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        * * *

      

      Contrary to popular belief, there isn't a lot to say about journeys. They're long, dirty, sometimes wet, and everyone is a bit grumpy. You're hungry most of the time, tired the others, and much of the landscape is the same. Trees here, rocks there. Rocks here, trees there. Grass. Sometimes dirt. Sometimes the sun-bleached skeleton of something that met an unfortunate end at the hands of something larger and meaner than itself. Unless you're a small stout person with an urgent return on a piece of jewelry, and you’ve been denied more convenient transportation, there's never really any reason to walk somewhere far away. There's certainly no reason to menace the countryside by visiting small villages while bristling with weapons. For most people, anyway.
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        * * *

      

      "So, where were you?" I asked Cord, once the slipweed kicked in and the knots in my shoulders loosened up. He always had slipweed. Some things never changed.

      He shrugged. "Dead. Then I wasn't. It's not that interesting a story1."

      I gritted my teeth in frustration, but I knew trying to get Cord to do or share something he wasn't ready to would be like trying to uproot an oak barehanded. "Fine," I said. "Tell us a story anyway."

      "And not the fucking horse story," Rek rumbled.

      Cord grinned and rubbed his chin for a moment. "Ah, did I ever tell you guys about Thin Nic and Smashmouth?"

      Rek grunted in surprise, and even Lux murmured something.

      "Not that I recall," I said. "When did this happen?"

      Cord waved a hand, as if pushing away a fog. "Long time ago. Before you all."

      "Oh, is this a Cordling story?" I asked, curiosity piqued.

      "Excuse me, a what?" Cord asked.

      "A Cordling. Before you were Cord. You know, knee-high to a grasshopper," I said.

      "Low blow," he said.

      "You are rather close to the ground," Rek said.

      "Needs a stool to get over the curb," Lux said.

      "You're all just jealous you can't be proportionate," Cord said.

      "What?" I asked.

      "Well, when you stop growing up, something has to grow out," he said.

      "Gret's balls," I said. "Just tell the damn story."

      "Okay, this was back, what, twenty years ago? They'd just thrown me into Blackgate. The first time," he said.

      "What did you do?" Rek asked.

      "It's complicated. You know how it is. Legalese, lawyers, prima facie, subpoenas..." and he snickered as he said the word.

      "You fucked someone you weren't supposed to fuck, didn't you?" I asked.

      "I'll tell you what I told the prosecutor. I was definitely stabbing her, but not with a knife," he said.

      "Is there a story here, or are we just going to get a history lesson from your cock?" I asked.

      He raised an eyebrow. "No patience. Look, you have to set up some backstory before you just wade into stuff. I mean, you wouldn't eat noodles without cooking them first, right?"

      "I don't think Nenn eats noodles that often," Rek said. "If you know what I mean."

      "Don't you start," I said.

      Rek raised his hands in defeat and gestured for Cord to go on.

      "Where was I?" Cord said. He lit his pipe and puffed a couple times. "Ah, yeah. Anyway, I was in Blackgate. My bunkmate was this guy named Thin Nic."

      "Why'd you call him that?" Rek asked.

      "Because he was thin," Cord said.

      "I thought prison nicknames were supposed to be like metaphors," Rek said.

      Cord shrugged. "We're not all poets. Anyway, Thin Nic was Gentian. Liked his violence, his prison wine, and his knives. Had about thirty of them, hidden all over the prison. That guy collected knives like Rek collects horse cock."

      "Your face is a horse cock," Rek muttered.

      I burst out laughing. Cord glared at me until I caught my breath. I bit my lip, forcing a straight face and nodded for him to go on.

      "Hmph. Anyway, I liked Nic. He was a good guy. Always had your back, always ready with the knives. Now, there was another guy we didn't like so much. We just called him Smashmouth." He glared at Rek. "Because that's what he did. He was easily over seven feet and liked to hit people til their mouths were on crooked.

      "So, we're in the yard, Nic drinking, me chewing a bit of weed that had made it in, when Smashmouth walks up. We know he's gonna shake us down. He's got this look on his fat face that says he's had a bad day, and now we're gonna, too. Nic looks up at him, well into his cups and sneers.

      "'Piss off, ya oversized bowel,' he says.

      "Well, Smashmouth gets this look on his face. On somebody else, you might think it's amusement. He's gonna laugh. He's not a bad guy. And just to clarify something here—Nic wasn't a pushover. That man could do things with a knife that would make a chiurgeon weep. He even had a saying—as most Gentians do—Ain’t nothin’ you can do with a dull knife a limp cock couldn’t accomplish. Sure, there's a certain irony in a man who coins that sort of phrase being three sheets any day of the week, but Gentians aren't known for their logic.

      "So Smashmouth leans down and gets right in Nic's face.

      "'What'd you say?' he asks.

      "But he asks it in that inflection that's part threat and part big guy trying to catch his breath, like when you catch someone at the butcher ordering ham, but it comes out 'hram'. So Nic spits in his face and whips a blade out. And that's when the brick hits him in the side of the head. He goes sideways, eyes all rolling like a roulette wheel, and hits the dirt. The whole time he's making this narm narm narm sound. Smashmouth doesn't pay any attention. Just picks up the wineskin and walks away."

      Cord's story ended, and he looked at each of us.

      "That's it?" I asked.

      "Well, yeah. Prison sucks."

      "What happened to Nic? What about Smashmouth? Isn't there a moral to this story at least?"

      "Well, it's not a fairy tale, Nenn. But if you gotta know, Smashmouth ended up shitting himself to death about two weeks later. Someone passed him a bad bit of slipweed, and his bowels just turned to jelly. Nic, well as far as I know, Nic spends most of his time naming his toes. And a moral?" he scratched his chin. "Don't bring a knife to a brick fight, I suppose."

      "Well, shit," I said. I turned and looked at Lux. "Got anything better?"

      Her lips curved up in a small smile, and she began.
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        * * *

      

      It really is quite a long story, and incredibly dark, so here’s the spot where I tell you we just kind of stared for an hour while she told it, and then no one spoke at the end. Me, I was just watching her lips. It’d been a while, and I am only human.
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        * * *

      

      “Holy shit,” I breathed when she finished. “What the fuck was that?”

      “There are a million worlds. An infinite number of deaths. I have died so. Many. Times.  Death permeates these bones. Crawls along my spine, plays in my breath.”

      I turned in my seat and cocked an eyebrow at Cord. I mouthed holy fuck, and he shot me a sly grin. The carriage lurched to a halt, and I peeked between the curtains. A village lay nestled between the hills before us.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “Lunchtime,” Lux said.

      My stomach gurgled in joy.
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        * * *

      

      If first impressions are a thing, when we stepped from the carriage, the one that ran through my head was what the ever-loving fuck. It admittedly wasn’t generous, but I’d learned a long time ago from Cord that gut instincts were as valuable as gold. A village half-hidden in an encroaching copse of trees and surrounded by a small stone wall stood before us, serene. The buildings were small and neat, white stone, the entrance two pillars that split the wall. On the posts were carved symbols I hadn’t seen before—a snake devouring its own tail, and a sword with wings piercing a heart.

      I looked to Cord and Rek, coming to stand beside me, Lux still clambering from the carriage. They each took a turn inspecting the symbols, then casting a critical eye at the quiet streets and the temple at the center. Round and high, it too bore the carved icons, the peak of its dome topped with the hilt of a carved sword protruding from the rotunda. None of us spoke for a minute, remembering Frollo’s town.

      “Of all the places to stop,” Cord said. “Probably not even a bar within miles.”

      “Blarg blarg blarg,” I said.

      “What?” he asked,

      “That’s what you sound like,” I said.

      Rek nodded.

      “Bitchy,” Lux agreed.

      “Good gods. Okay, let’s just go into the nice probably not haunted town and not have a drink and probably the blandest food since Rek tried to make rice and just made gruel2.”

      I started into town, the others in tow.

      “Well, fuckaroo,” Cord muttered, and jogged to catch up.

      The town stood out as unremarkable, boring even. A small part of me appreciated it. After overthrowing kingdoms, pursuit by the undead, and fighting gods, I could use a dose of boring. More importantly, I could go for some chicken. The town was quiet, not a soul on the streets, and the doors we knocked on weren’t answered. Voices came from the center of the village, muffled by the temple doors. If I wanted food, we were going to have to roust an innkeep.

      I stopped at the church; double doors shut tight. On the other side, I heard a voice raised as if in supplication, and laid a hand on the door.

      “Uuuuuugh,” Cord said. “Do we have to?”

      “Where’s your sense of adventure?”

      “Waiting for my sobriety to depart.”

      I pulled the doors open and stepped in; the others close behind. Rows of pews circled a raised dais in the center. A man in tight leather trousers and a billowing white blouse, his hair long in the back, short in front and feathered, spoke from a podium. I tried to concentrate on his words, but the statue behind him drew my eye. It stood nearly to the roof of the dome, and depicted a horse built from steel rearing up. On its back, a man with hair similar to the priest’s gripped its flanks tightly with his thighs. In his hands he held a wide bow, each of the six strings nocked with an arrow.

      I turned my attention back to the pastor.

      “And so I say to you, continue living on a prayer, for we are halfway there, my brethren.”

      “We’ll make it, I swear3,” the congregation replied.

      “May you walk not alone along streets of dreams,” the priest said.

      “Here I go again on my own,” the congregation finished, and stood to leave, the rustling of clothing echoing in the vast space.

      Almost as one, they turned and noticed us. The churchgoers froze.

      “Fuck,” Rek rumbled, beating me to it.

      “The demon has returned,” the priest said, a look horror on his face. He raised a hand and pointed at Cord. “Ozz, the Iron, to wreak destruction.”

      “What the fuck did you do?” I asked.

      “I visited in aught five? Six? Just for a night, though,” he said.

      “Double fuck,” I said.

      The congregation surged forward, but before any of us could loose, let alone swing a weapon, the surge of bodies had us pinned. They quickly bound Cord and brought him to the podium. Burly men bearing tattoos of the snake and the blade on their forearms forced us into the pews. They placed Cord on the dais, and even at a near distance, I felt him glaring at me.

      “Go into the church, she says. It’ll be fine, she says,” he said.

      I shrugged and raised my eyebrows.

      “Silence!” the priest intoned. “We must exorcise the demon!”

      “I don’t suppose a man could have a last request before all the chanting and the stabbing?” Cord asked.

      “And what is it you require, hellspawn?” the priest asked.

      “Well, if I had one wish, and I understand—no, I do, that this isn’t the most ideal time to ask, but could you maybe, possibly, go fuck yourselves?”

      The priest’s eyebrows raised in alarm. He opened his mouth to reply, but Cord went on.

      “If I had two wishes, the first would of course, be the fucking of yourselves, but the second would be for a pony.”

      “Boo!” Rek said. His minder cuffed him across the ear. Rek noticed no more than an elephant notices a fly. Cord continued.

      “If I had three wishes, the first would be the fucking yourself bit, the second, the pony, and the third, for you all to drop dead of some debilitating disease, like sudden self-awareness. Seriously, have you seen yourselves? Does no one in this town own a mirro—”

      “Enough!” the priest bellowed. “Begin the Rite of Bad Medicine!”

      He raised his arms, along with the congregation. They chanted, in perfect unison.

      Your love, bad medicine

      Bad, bad medicine

      Bad, bad medicine

      Ooh baby, ooh baby

      Bad, bad medicine

      I gotta do it again, wait a minute, wait a minute

      Hold on

      I'm not done

      One more time

      With feeling

      Come on

      Help me out now

      Cord stared at them, mouth open. “What. The. Shit,” he said.

      The priest stopped mid-verse, peered at Cord with one brow raised. “It is clear you are beyond help. I must begin the Rite of Naming Bad Love. Bring me the Axe.”

      One of the congregation split from the group, jogging to a nearby alcove. When he reappeared, it was with a massive double-headed axe. He stepped lightly up the stairs and handed it to the priest.

      “Thank you, brother Winger.”

      The congregant moved away, and the priest raised the axe. I leaned toward Rek and Lux. “Shouldn’t we do something?”

      Rek shrugged. Lux tittered. “It’s Cord,” she said.

      “Eh, all right.” I settled into the pew to watch, feeling a bit like a peasant at a hanging. The priests chanted, voices raised in a wailing chorus.

      Shot through the heart

      And you're to blame

      You give love a bad name

      I play my part and you play your game

      You give love a bad name

      You give love, a bad name

      “You sing like you’ve got a donkey cock in your throat,” Cord replied.

      The priest brought the axe down, the keen edge tearing into Cord’s skull and spraying gray matter. A single eyeball rolled across the stage. With a wrench, he tore the weapon free, and stepped back, panting with exertion. Cord’s body collapsed.

      “Well, what now?” I asked.

      The congregants left their posts, deeming us not a threat considering the recent attack. Rek looked around, then gestured to the stage. Cord’s skull had already mended, and with a grunt, he pushed himself up. The priest stood with his back turned, but already the congregation had noticed, horrified gasps escaping thier lips. I left the pew, Rek and Lux close behind. I slipped through the crowd until I was behind the priest. Rek and Lux took the doors. The preacher turned slowly, face to face with a still-bloodied Cord. His eyes widened in horror.

      “Boo,” Cord said.

      The man jumped, and I rammed my knives into his kidneys. He slumped like a sack of wet meat, and I cleaned my blades on his ridiculous shirt. Cord took the podium.

      “Good people of podunkia,” he said, raising his hands.

      “Ahh, the demon speaks!” came the reply from the crowd.

      “Well, fuck,” Cord muttered. He tried again. “I am but a humble man, carrying the message of the Heads that Speak. Hear these words:

      And you may ask yourself

      How do I work this?

      And you may ask yourself

      Where is that large carriage?”

      Some of the crowd paused in their assault, stopping to nod along. Cord raised his hands and his voice.

      “And you may tell yourself

      This is not my beautiful house!

      And you may tell yourself

      This is not my beautiful wife!”

      “What does that even mean?” I asked.

      Cord turned to me and shrugged as the first of the congregants turned an inky black, skin splitting, blood gushing like sausage too long on the fire.

      “Holy fuck. Did you do that?” I asked.

      “I don’t… think so?” Cord said.

      I looked over at Lux, whose hands blazed with black light. One by one, the congregants burst and spilled, entrail and offal flooding the room. By the time it was over, a thick cloud of flies had already gathered from the open windows. Rek strode purposefully through the mess and grabbed the statue, the name Bon’Jovan carved into the base. He toppled it with a shove, shoulders straining at the seams of his shirt. It smashed to the floor with a resounding clang, bits and chunks of the beatific face spinning off into dark corners.

      Cord looked around.

      “Welp. That happened,” he said.

      We left the way we came, the village quiet behind us, and me still without food. My stomach growled piteously.
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      We’d gotten underway again when Cord spoke up.

      “You think we’ll ever visit a town without killing everyone?” He asked.

      “Are there towns not filled with dickheads?” I asked.

      He shrugged. Another long stretch of silence. I couldn’t wait to get out of this carriage. Lux jumped into the lull just as I began to fidget.

      “You didn’t tell your story,” she said.

      I took a breath. Something to take my mind off my stomach. And the mass-murder we’d just committed. The perfect story popped into my head just then, as if placed there by Camor themselves.

      “Have I ever told you guys about the brown note?”

      Lux and Rek shook their heads.

      “This’ll be a fun one,” I said. I gathered my thoughts, and began.

      “Cord hung from the cargo netting we’d rigged into hammocks, upside down. His hair swept towards the floor in a hirsute halo. The boat was headed to Pike, hamlet some miles north of the river proper, and it’d been a long couple of days. I shot the stocky thief a look that could have cut glass.

      “I’m bored,” he said. He wiggled his eyebrows.

      “You’ve got two options, then,” I said, settling back into the netting and cracking the book. Killer Queen. It was just getting good.

      “Take over the boat and find the nearest brothel?” He asked.

      “I mean you could fuck yourself. Or you could listen to me.”

      “That’s hurtful,” he said.

      “Not as hurtful as me stabbing you til you’re quiet for the rest of the ride.”

      I’m not normally murderous towards the ones I love, but he’d been singing some infernal thing from the last port nonstop, and I was just about ready to sever his vocal cords for a short respite. Hey, I’m not a lunatic. He’d heal. He always healed. I wondered briefly if Cord would ever die, or if it would be just him, the cockroaches, and whatever syphilitic lunatic he’d picked for a partner at the end.

      “Hey, just because I can’t die doesn’t mean I should. It hurts,” he said.

      “Baby,” I said.

      “Piss-britches.”

      I blew out an exasperated breath. The time he hadn’t spent singing he’d spent bitching. Barring ending him, I was almost ready to march above deck and declare my presence. Hopefully, the captain would take mercy and only have me flogged half to death.

      “Entertain yourself,” I said.

      “I am,” he said. “Your face is redder than a baboon’s ass, and that is entertaining. Wow. Look at that vein. I’m gonna name it Axl.”

      I chucked a knife at him, and he cringed as it hit the bulkhead, quivering in place. He climbed back into his hammock and fidgeted. A long sigh. I tried to ignore him and turned back to the book. The Queen was just getting ready to unlace her breeches. He sighed again, and I pictured him flying from the mainmast like a meat flag.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I need paper,” he said.

      I dug into my pack, coming up with paper and a pencil. I passed it up to him.

      “I’m convinced your parents were from the same branch of the family tree,” I said.

      “Thank you, Nenn,” he said sweetly.

      I sat down and dug into my book again. I’d read maybe another ten pages before his head reappeared. He wore a grin, and had one eyebrow cocked.

      “Funt,” he said.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I decided to make my own curses. Listen: Slimp. Smuctating. Pimhole. Fardwark. Scrum. Clotpole. Wim. Frangilate. I’m quite proud of that one.”

      “Okay, use even one of those in a sentence,” I said.

      His grin widened, and I knew I’d asked the wrong question.

      “A fortnight ago I funted a slimpy little scribe. When we finished up, he thanked me for the frangilation, and licked my wim,” he said.

      “Have you considered seeing a professional?” I asked.

      “Have you considered wearing some shadow on your eyes? Just a little here–,” his fingers came up and swooped under his eye.

      I chucked a second blade at him, and it sunk into his shoulder.

      “You fardwarking clotpole!” he yelled, then promptly fell onto the deck.

      He pulled the knife free with a pained grunt. I snatched it from his hand.

      “You better not have scratched Fiona,” I said.

      “Fiona?” He asked.

      “Winnifred’s sister.”

      “Winnifred?”

      I pulled an even longer knife from behind the small of my back. His throat bobbed as he swallowed hard. Somewhere above deck, a bell sounded, and the motion of the boat calmed.

      “Hooray, Pike! Get some sleep,” he said. “We’ve got work tonight.”

      “Okay, but trade me nets,” I said.

      “Why?”

      “Until you stop bleeding, I don’t want it all over me.”

      “You’re oddly fastidious for someone who stabs everyone.”

      “This is my best shirt.”

      “That is your only shirt.”

      I climbed into the upper hammock and closed my eyes. After a moment, I heard Cord climb into his with a groan. In a few minutes, his snores filled the hold.
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        * * *

      

      We entered Pike just after nightfall, slipping off the boat with relative ease. Most of the sailors were already out carousing or sleeping off the journey, and no one had posted a guard. Pike wasn’t a big town, but it was somewhat respectable. It stood on a hill, the docks giving way to shops, shops giving way to modest homes, all of which led to the mayor’s house some way up the slope. It was a sprawling mansion compared to everything else. Despite the fair size of the shops and homes, paint flaked, roofing tiles curled, walls warped in the riverside air. Anemic chickens scratched at the dirt paths, and an emaciated goat bleated from a small corral.

      “Okay, why are we here?” I asked.

      Cord gestured toward the big house. “Rumor is, he’s been skimming from the town ledgers, the businesspeople. Taxes are out of control. Got a chest the size of a small elephant.”

      “And we’re gonna steal it?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Too hard to move. We’re gonna steal part of it and redistribute the rest. But first, my plan.”

      He gestured toward a lamp pole as we passed it. A poster on the iron read:

      BARD/BAND WANTED

      SPECIAL TALENTS CONSIDERED

      APPLY AT CBGB

      “CBGB?” I asked.

      “Centaur Balls, Goblin Balls,” Cord said.

      “Classy. How the hell did you get those up so fast?” I asked.

      “I slipped the bosun a little gold. Captain doesn’t pay him enough. How do you think we got on and off the boat so easily?”

      “Nice.”

      “I know.”

      He steered us down a side street filled with shops stacked shoulder to shoulder, glass fronts displaying threadbare wares. Someone coughed in an alley, and we moved a little quicker, my hands near my knives. Here too, posters decorated walls and poles, and sometimes windows. As we drew near to CBGB, the sounds of music and laughter came to us, and the smells of roast food. My mouth watered at the prospect of not eating dried fish and hard biscuits, and we picked up the pace.

      Inside, the pub was a riot of noise and color. Mercenaries from Gentia rubbed shoulders with Mane’s guard, while pockets of citizenry downed tumblers of beer and shoveled potato and onion mixtures into their mouths. We sat and ordered food, then turned to the stage at the end of the hall. A small band played there, lackluster and half-hearted, not that the patrons noticed.

      My meal was potato skinned thin and fried, and boiled and buttered greens. As we’d seen when we disembarked, meat was at a premium. Fortunately for the town (or maybe not, depending on how often you ate them), potatoes were abundant. While I ate, I watched the door. Patrons came and went as the night lengthened, and I thought perhaps Cord’s advertisement hadn’t attracted any takers. By the time I finished though, the bards began to enter.

      The first was a group of three, black hair, black kohl around their eyes, black clothes. They carried two mandolins and a drum. The next–my heart nearly stopped. I recognized them. Vyxen, a girl group I’d seen several times in my youth. Tall, blonde, thin. They carried all sorts of instruments and could play them. The last was a lanky-haired youth with a slouch carrying a tube with a pipe at one end. I didn’t hold out much hope for him, but Cord perked up when he entered.

      The house band trailed off, and the first newcomers took the stage. They tuned their instruments, then the lead, a stocky man in a sleeveless tunic, arms bulging with muscle, announced in a gravelly voice, “We are Goblin Shite!”

      The mandolins began, shrill and loud, and the drummer hammered on his instrument in a frenzy, not unlike that of a rabbit’s ability to fuck. The big man launched into a verse, voice straining against the laws of physics and good taste.

      “YOUR LOVE MAKES ME WANT TO DIE

      I DON’T WANT YOUR POISONED PIE

      I DON’T WANT YOUR HAIR-COVERED COMB

      I JUST WANT THE QUIET OF THE TOMB

      KILL ME

      KILL ME

      KILL ME

      COCKROACH”

      The mandolins faded out, and the patrons of the bar fell into dead silence. I looked at Cord. He shrugged.

      “Next,” he called.

      Goblin Shite trudged off the stage, and Vyxen took their place. Crisy, the lead singer, announced the band name, then they struck up a tune.

      “This one’s called Love Swamp.

      One day you left me

      You can’t just let it be

      Now I’m drowning

      In the mud

      I feel it in my blood

      Love Swamp

      Let me go

      Love Swamp

      Everything’s moist

      Love Swamp

      I never had a choice”

      Again, the music faded out. The crowd looked at one another. Silence filled the room. Vyxen left the stage, and as Crisy passed the lead singer of Goblin Shite, she gave him the finger, limp curling into a sneer.

      “Ah,” I said.

      “Heartbreak makes bad poets of us all,” Cord agreed.

      The last took to the stage and pressed the pipe on his instrument to his lips. His cheeks puffed out. The note he played was low, and as it went, it rapidly slid to inaudible. The crowd grumbled and some wandered toward the water closet. Cord stood and raised his hands.

      “That’s good,” he said.

      The kid stopped playing, and Cord approached the stage. They stood for a moment, heads together, speaking in hushed tones. Then a bit of bright coin passed between them, and the young musician took the stairs to the rooms above.

      “I don’t know what just happened,” I said.

      Cord winked. “You’ll see. Let’s get some sleep.”

      We headed to our own room.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, the city was almost as festive as the bar the night before. A celebration had been called, and the town square teemed with people in white clothing, bare feet, and ribbons. They looked less than happy to be there, milling about listlessly, casting fearful glances at the guards. Seeing them by day, I noticed signs of malnutrition, of hunger. In others, diseases easily stopped by cheap apothecary medicine. Cord was at my elbow like an ever-present ghost.

      “See?” he said. “He forces them into these things in his honor. Festivals dedicated to his largesse. Like he’s a benevolent king. Let me tell you, those who deserve these sorts of displays usually end up cold in the ground, in my experience. People don’t like to be reminded of their shortcomings. At least with tyrants, they can say ‘This guy’s worse than me!’ Anyone better than that, they stomp out.” He nodded toward one side of the square.

      They’d erected a platform and made it up with a tall chair in red and gold. Beside it, guards posted up in bright mail and short blades, pikes at their side, ready for the Mayor to arrive. Bunting surrounded everything, from the stage to the fountain. Cord led us through the crowd.

      “What’s the plan here, anyway?” I asked for the third time that day.

      “You’ll see. Look, I don’t want to give it away. It’s brilliant,” he said.

      “Uh…”

      “What?”

      “Brilliant usually means ‘ending in bloodshed’.”

      He made a dismissive sound. “That’s only happened like three times. But I can guarantee that while everyone’s here, we’re going to just walk in and take that gold.”

      “Uh, okay. And I’ll shit unicorns.”

      “If you could shit unicorns, we could’ve retired a long time ago. Here,” he handed me a pair of wax plugs.

      “Your sense of humor gets weirder every day,” I said.

      “They’re for your ears.”

      “Of course. I knew that.”

      Trumpets blared in fanfare, and the crowd parted as the Mayor strutted from a nearby tent. Thin and florid, he climbed the steps to the platform with a look on his face like he’d been inaugurated as the city’s official shit-smeller. He plopped into his chair and threw one leg up desultorily.

      “Let the festivities begin!” he declared.

      Small confetti cannons blared from somewhere, blasting the crowd with colored paper.  A cheer went up. Opposite the Mayor’s platform, the boy from the bar climbed onto the stage, instrument in hand. Confusion, followed by a scowl crossed the Mayor’s face and he pointed at the boy.

      “That is not my musician. Guards. Guards!”

      Cord nudged me. “Earplugs.”

      I shoved the plugs into my ears as the boy blew into his pipe. At first, I heard a distant vibration, then nothing. I looked at Cord.

      “Why did I need these?” I shouted.

      The guards charged the stage, and I wondered if getting the boy cut to ribbons was part of Cord’s plan. My hands went to my knives as I calculated how many I could take out. Cord put a hand on mine and pointed, shaking his head.

      As the wave of guards approached the stage, they staggered, dropping their weapons. They clutched their stomachs and then collapsed, knees turning to noodles. Wet stains spread across their trousers. The effect rippled outward from there, and the town square became an impromptu latrine. Foot by foot, the brown note hit the crowd. White trousers turned brown in violent cascades of liquid shit, stains blooming like particularly aggressive flowers. Bare feet splashed in mud that was not wholly mud. Some tried to flee, the Mayor among them, but the sudden intestinal apocalypse had caused panic and chaos, and as I watched, people were trampled and shoved, broken and suffocated in the dank mud. The mayor went down, and Cord nodded at me.

      I lingered for a moment. I’d heard bards whisper about the brown note, a musical trick that could make someone shit themselves just by hearing it. I’d thought it lies, conjecture. The chaos around us proved otherwise. As usual, Cord had made the improbable not only likely, but horrifyingly so. I shuddered to think what might have happened if I’d not had the earplugs.

      We made our way up the country lane, screams of the enshittening behind us. The Mayor’s gate opened easily. His front door stood open, his personal guard lying unconscious in pools of their own waste. As we passed, one forced himself to his feet, not completely incapacitated. He leaned on his pike, coughed. A thick ripping sound followed, and his face went red as he found the strength to charge, trouser leg leaving a trail as he attacked. I shoved Cord out of the way and slipped past the man’s already sluggish guard. My blades found the insides of his thigh, his wrist, and he collapsed as arteries that once held blood he needed no longer did. It ran from him like headwaters, mixing with the foul brown stuff. I thought of the mud-red alluvial soil of the deltas and turned away.

      “Feel better?” Cord asked.

      I wiped a blade on my trouser leg as we walked.

      “Yeah, actually, I do. You have no idea how close I was to skewering your kidneys for fun. Wait, can you grow those back?” I asked.

      Cord shrugged. “Never tried.” He glanced over, then down at my knife. “Don’t want to.”

      I grinned and sheathed the blade as we came into the treasury.

      Cord was right. There was enough loot for a city. I took a small golden flute as a souvenir and a handful of coins. Then, the other bands appeared, and several sailors behind them, each wearing earplugs, each toting a wheelbarrow. One by one, they loaded the money and carted it into town. As Crisy passed, she gave me a wink, and I blushed to my toes. I watched her go. Cord was at my elbow, grinning.

      “Behind the bushes? Down the basement? Lock the cellar door?” He teased.

      “Shut up,” I said.

      “Gonna talk dirty to her?”

      “Gret’s balls.”

      When it was empty, we left the way we’d come. I stepped over a guard writhing in a puddle of shit.

      “Well, what do you think?” Cord asked.

      “It’s a funting mess,” I said.

      “We did a good thing.”

      I thought of the crowd of townspeople who’d be nursing sore bottoms and egos. I grunted.

      “We did an okay thing,” he amended.

      I watched the last of the wheelbarrows of gold disappear into town. It would be used to build business, feed families, and care for children. I clapped him on the shoulder.

      “We did a terrible thing with a good outcome. How about that?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “Potato, diarrhea.”

      We stepped from the mansion into bright sunlight. At the bottom of the hill, disaster. Here though, it looked like nothing but blue skies. We walked on.
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        * * *

      

      I finished. One of Rek’s eyebrows was raised. Lux wore a smirk.

      “Already heard that one,” Cord said.

      “You were there, dipshit,” I replied.

      “Oh. Yeah.”

      Rek shook his head. The carriage lurched to a halt. I twitched the curtains to the side. The landscape had changed, from tree-pocked grassland to stony ochre earth. Ahead, Vignon loomed, unchanged. The gates were still open, the guards lazing against the wall, weapons sheathed. It seemed we'd shaken any pursuit Oros had in mind after all. I heaved a sigh of relief, and we entered the city for the second time in a week.
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      Somewhere Above Hestia

      Calamine Crood sat astride his ancient dragon, Xel’Anth’Canax, the clouds above, earth below. Xel’s wings beat the air with mighty strokes, his breath coming in great wheezes like the bellows of a massive forge. Crood’s hair streamed out behind him, a testament to both his arrogance and vanity. Most men of a size and disposition with Crood would have shorn theirs short, to deny an opponent a handhold that would allow them to hack at their neck. Such was Crood’s prowess in battle however, he had yet to know defeat. On his back, Horcrux, forged by Het himself, sang in contented tones.

      Da da dum da da

      If you change your mind, I’m the first in line

      Honey I’m still free

      Take a chance on me

      “Cut that infernal racket out,” Crood grumbled at the blade.

      To its credit, it lowered the volume so Crood could hear himself think. The landscape below transitioned smoothly from the snowcapped mountains that were home to the Cloisters to a lush forest carpet. Despite Xel’s advanced age, the dragon still had a great deal of speed in him, and Crood suffered him to live for this reason alone. They neared the tree line, and smoke billowed from several places at the edge as the trees gave way to hilly plains. Below, men shambled about amid the wreckage of a camp. Even as he watched, they looked up as if with one mind.

      “What do you think that’s about, then?” Crood asked Xel.

      Xel dipped his head to look, and they descended a little way. “A rout, maybe?” The dragon rasped out.

      Below, the men unraveled, a thing that even in a small millennium, Crood hadn’t seen before. Streamers of flesh unwrapped from naked bones, skeletons collapsing into a sort of gray goo. As one, the new forms slithered toward one another, entwining, merging in a way that was pleasant to neither the eye nor the ears, a wet slurping echoing across the plain.

      Crood watched with detached interest as the disparate flesh reformed, an enormous foot taking shape. He raised a brow in puzzlement. Is this something he should kill now, or later? Later, of course. There was no challenge in slaughtering a single foot. But should that foot become attached to something more glorious, his own glory would only multiply. He set his spurs to Xel, and the dragon rose in the air, heading ever west.

      “Gods, I hate those things,” the dragon complained in response.

      “You may hate anything you like,” Crood replied, half-distracted. “As long as you serve.”

      Xel muttered something under his breath. Crood did not notice however, too caught up in visions of glories to come.
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      We stretched sore muscles and legs in a melody of relieved groans and crackling joints. I lit a cigar, inhaling the pleasant burn. We joined a thinning crowd of newcomers waiting their turn to enter. Cord told us northern entry wasn't a common occurrence, but it was the easiest way for travelers from the inland cities. I looked ahead and saw no guards, but still the line stopped and started. I turned to Cord, the old thief strangely quiet for once.

      “What next?” I asked.

      He shrugged, as if it hadn't occurred to him to think it out. It probably hadn't. "How do you stop a war, Nenn1?"

      "Is this a theoretical question?" I asked. I knew it wasn't. "Take their money and supplies? No troops, no war."

      He nodded and looked up at the wall. A sign outside the entrance read DR. PORKENHEIMER’S BONER JUICE2. He shook his head.

      “No, it's a good thought. But that's not the way the world works. They'll just conscript. Enslave. Take and use, until the bodies run out. And you know how they'll replace them?" He pointed to the sign. "No, I’ve got a better idea," he said.

      “Oh?” I asked.

      “We’re gonna end death.”

      “Fuck.”

      We slipped past the guards in the small crowd, then into the city proper, the gaping skull gate swallowing us whole. The fountains trickled, the people chattered, and all seemed oblivious of the previous carnage only a few short miles away. We moved into the city in hopes of finding food and beds.
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        * * *

      

      “Hasn’t changed much. Made a trip here when I was a soldier. Orleght was giving away leave passes, and I couldn’t pass up a chance to see Vignon. We’d all heard of it back then. City of Light. City of Sin. When you’re twenty and don’t have much to your name but a blade and a fat purse, what else would you do with your time?” Cord said.

      “So why are we back?” I asked.

      “Why wouldn’t we be? If you want to hide from a god, what better place than under another god’s nose?”

      “Fela,” I said.

      Lux interrupted us with the sound of a raspberry. “Pbbbbbbbt,” she said.

      “Yeah, I don’t believe it,” Rek agreed.

      “Wha- I-,” Cord protested.

      “They’ve got a point,” I said. “You’ve never been exactly forthcoming. ‘I have a plan’ isn’t exactly letting everyone in on it.”

      He opened his mouth to answer, and the food arrived. We'd found a nicer hotel than the ones we could usually afford. Partially due to Cord's, however dubious status, of mercenary captain. The plates were piled high with roast pheasant and potatoes, glazed carrots, and biscuits the size of my fist. I started shoveling it in with a vengeance.

      Lux sniffed the air. “Death. Everywhere.”

      Cord nodded. “This is a city of conspicuous consumption. Everything you see is built on the backs of the dead, or worse.”

      “Worse?” I asked.

      He made a face, twisting up his mouth and wrinkling his nose. “Slaves. The city rounds up ‘undesirables’ and forces them into service as fodder legions to protect their lifestyle.”

      “Ah,” I said.

      “Ah what?” he asked, leading us toward the sprawl.

      “I see why we’re here now,” I said.

      “You do?” He asked.

      “Sure. Injustice. Wrongdoing. People to free,” I said.

      "And?" He asked.

      "That's it," I said.

      "Mmhm," Rek said around a mouthful of bird.

      "Likely," Lux said around the same, though more delicately.

      "Fine," Cord sighed. "I need Fela here."

      "There it is," Rek said.

      "There what is?" Cord asked.

      "I think what Rek's trying so delicately to say is that you want your knob shined," I said.

      "Hmph. How crude," Cord said. "I prefer the phrase 'glistening with love'."

      About this time, you're probably thinking of asking me two questions: “But Nenn, how do we end death?” and “Why the fuck do you keep following this guy around?”

      The answer to your second question is straightforward. When I met Cord, I wanted to improve my lot in life. To make a little money, and to retire a long way from the shithole I’d grown up in. And then I spent time with him. And I realized that as batshit, cover-yourself-in-honey-and-taunt-a-bear insane as he was, what Cord wanted was something else. He wanted to improve everyone’s lot in life. And that kind of thought is infectious. It’s not doing good. It’s doing right. And right is always better than what society says is good. It’s also the hardest thing to accomplish.

      As for the second, well, there’s a story there. There always is.
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, we made our way to our rooms, two suites connected by a door. I lounged on the couch in our apartments with a cigar in one hand and a glass of brandy in the other. The others had already retired, and Cord sat across from me, his slipweed pipe leaking blue smoke as he absently puffed.

      I was reading a book I’d picked up in a poorly lit corner store, a thing titled Captain Morelli’s Spear. The author’s name was embossed on the cover in raised gold letters: Bert Mancrease. The clerk had sold it to me as ‘A rousing pirate adventure’. What it was was awful dreck, a particularly terrible passage catching my attention:

      She was all leg and ass and tit, in that order, as if the gods had built her from the ground up so as not to waste any flesh. A monument of flesh made to entice flesh, as if flesh was the purpose and the fuel. Flesh. Mona lamented time and again to Morelli in private that no tailor had yet been able to engineer a garment that cupped and fondled her flesh the way his hands did. Morelli for his part, tuned out her shrill voice—the one flaw in an otherwise perfect creature—one he could overlook, however. Even the gods did not give with both hands, unless you were talking about his fleshy cock. He stared instead at her nipples, the color of warm sausage, and fleshy areolas that made him hungry for bologna flesh on a warm summer day. He admired her lips, full and fat flesh, made specifically for the purpose of resting his meat spear, like a fleshy end table. Her eyes, slightly crossed, like a woman recently knocked in the fleshy part of the skull with a small hammer. He felt himself stir and

      I whipped the book across the room, denting the plaster of the wall. If I ever met the author, I’d give him a lesson in anatomy. Piece by agonizing piece.

      “That’ll probably win an award, you know,” Cord said.

      I grunted. Part in acknowledgement at the snark. Part in irritation at the fact he was probably right.

      “Did I ever tell you how death came about, Nenn?”

      I blinked. “No.”

      “Ah, that’s a story. We’ve some time.”

      I settled in. Because let’s face it. Even Cord’s most vile stories are still better than the shit-smeared pages I’d been reading.
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        * * *

      

      She is old. Time weighs on her like the sagging skin on her bones, age painting her hair like the desert in a fitful snowfall, ache surrounding her like the buzzing of bees in their hives. She raises her head to sip from the water her son provides – her son, Kiva, his skin the color of sandstone buttes, his eyes dark and clear. He holds her head, tilting it toward the mug as if he were guiding a newborn deer to its mother’s teat, and waits while she purses her lips, her throat bobbing like a kingfisher seeking prey. When she is done, he lowers her gently, and she takes his hand.

      She knows he will come soon, the Skeleton Man, the Keeper. She wonders if he remembers her slight, and in her heart knows it to be true, and her hands tremble just a little more, her skin grows a shade paler, and she swallows. Despite the water, it is needles in her throat, and she chuckles, because she knows that when he comes, it will matter either not at all, or forever.

      “What is so funny, mother?” Kiva asks, a scowl darkening his face.

      She sighs internally, knowing he would rather be with the other men, playing games, or tracking an antelope, and not here, in this room smelling of sick old woman. And yet she holds to him, her grip tightening on his, her lips turning up in a smile. Because despite those things, he is still here. When she speaks, her voice is raspy, the consonants and syllables thrashing like a rattlesnake in coals.

      “Have I told you about your father?”

      Kiva looks at her and shakes his head. What could she tell him about Hawaovi? The tribe’s secrets were an open book, their lives laid bare. His father had died ten years ago, and it still stings his heart, a barb of sorrow he covers with bravado and stupidity. But then, Soyala thinks, everyone is stupid in their own way. It is a common vein that runs through all of humanity, and a trait even the gods share. She also knew that if you are clever, you can exploit it, a miner laying bare ore to get at the gold beneath.  And the truth about Hawaovi wasn’t an easy one – he had died twice now, and though it laid her heart raw and bare, she could not bring him back a second time. Once had been enough for a lifetime – once had been all any mortal should have to endure, and it was enough to know that when he went the second time, it was with a good life.

      Soyala looks to the window, past the mask of a coyote on the wall, and sees the sun, not yet dipping at the horizon, but beginning its descent, a bird gliding to the shade of a butte, hoping for relief. Shadows have grown longer, and she sees Kiva’s enlarged, a man in his prime. She smiles again and clears her throat. She coughs, and pink spittle flecks her lips, which Kiva wipes dutifully. His frown deepens for a moment, and she smiles, pats his cheek.

      “So serious. So serious.”

      He attempts a smile, but it’s slippery, an uncaught thing that hides in the shadow eclipsing his face.

      “You were going to tell me a story?”

      She knows what he’s doing, but she’s glad for it nonetheless. She settles back on the pillow and stares at the ceiling, the bare beams and adobe forming pattern and memory. She clears the coppery taste from her throat and begins.

      “When you were young, your father died.”

      Kiva gives her a confused look. “He has only been dead ten years, mother.”

      She shakes her head, brittle yarn hair making a whispering sound on the pillow. “Yes. And he died once, before.”

      Kiva raises one eyebrow, convinced the end is nearer than they’d believed. She doesn’t blame him. It has been decades since it happened, and the last tellers of the story have moved on to the other world. That too, was a thing that happened. The world moved on even when you weren’t ready for it, time burbling on like water from a swift stream. You could cast your rock into the water, and for a time, your story would move it, send ripples out. But time and tide wore all things down eventually, and your rock too would end as little more than another smooth stone on an endless riverbed.

      She clears her throat again, the needles back. She needs to be swift before they take her voice.

      “When your father died, we were young. Believe it or not, I was once strong. Tall and willowy, my hair the color of night. My voice did not waver, and my hands did not shake.”

      “I believe you.” His smile is gentle, maybe a bit patronizing, she thinks. A curse of the young, to listen, but never believe. “How did he die?”

      She shrugs. It seemed so important once. As with most things, time erodes the big features and twists memory into surreal shapes. To be true, she could no longer remember. “This thing or another. Perhaps he fell into an arroyo. Perhaps he angered Coyote. The important thing is that he was dead, and I was alone.”

      It wasn't such a bad thing, being alone. She had never thought a woman needed a man to be complete, or that a woman without a man was a failure, as some elders did. It was the act of sharing she missed. The camaraderie of holding another's hand, or laughing at a private joke. She reflects that she could have done all those things as easily as with a woman, and a few she had, but her heart remained with Hawaovi.

      "Then how did he come back? Surely Raven didn't carry his soul back to you at your asking?"

      She shakes her head again, again the whispering from the pillow. "I went for him. I went to the Skeleton Man to bring him back, and I succeeded."

      "Just like that?"

      Memories of a temple to the dead, an ossuary of bones. The Skeleton Man atop a seat of living flesh, his face behind a bone mask. He leaned forward, viewing Soyala in her nakedness. She smiled, and Hawaovi squirmed free from the throne, tiptoeing to the side as Soyala embraced the Skeleton Man, her lips on his mask, his breath like that of the cougar, rich and thick with blood and meat. She shuddered to think of what she had done with Hawaovi's captor, but only a little. It was a small thing, giving herself to him in the dark of that place in exchange for her love. A small thing the world made too big, if you asked her. After, while he slept, she took his mask and found the sunlight. They lived happy for a long while, and yes, looking back, a small thing.

      She smiles again. "No, not just like that. But I think time is growing short for the story."

      Soyala squeezes his hand and looks to the window. The sun is sinking faster now, time slipping away like desert sand. The rocks outside glow orange and red, the sky pink. She thinks it beautiful. She thinks it melancholy, the earth giving her one last sight before she slips from it. Her vision dims for a moment, and a chill creeps into the room. Gooseflesh raises on her arms, and Kiva tugs the blanket closer to her chin. She opens her eyes, and a shadow in the corner drifts across a wall, long and lean, smelling of blood and earth. Soyala turns rheumy eyes to her son.

      "Leave me for a moment, please."

      Kiva's face contorts, but he brings it under control quickly. He nods, and steps out, the blanket over the door dropping behind him. She can hear him singing quietly to himself, and she smiles. It is a lullaby she sang when he was still tiny in his bed. Memory snakes across her vision again, and she sees Hawaovi's face beside the fire, a smile licking at his lips like a flame as she sings.

      Her sight clears, and the shadow detaches itself from the wall, taking shape. It is a man, handsome, his nose straight, his lips full. His hair is the color of snow, though he is neither young nor old. He smiles, and he heart quails. The man moves across the room on silent feet and takes the seat beside her, his cold hand grasping her still-warm one. Outside, Kiva continues to hum.

      The Skeleton Man leans in, his breath still warm, still bloody and thick, and whispers in her ear.

      "I have missed you, Soyala." He looks around the room, his eyes lighting on the coyote mask. His lips turn up. "I see you still have it. You haven't forgotten me after all."

      Despite herself, she returns his smile. Her lips feel dry and cracked, and she thinks of asking him for water, but knows it will matter little soon. She turns to the window, where Kiva's head pokes above the windowsill, a stray hair floating in the wind.

      "How could I?"

      "Will he miss you much?"

      She sighs. "Not as much perhaps, as I will miss him." She swallows, and for once, the needles aren't tearing her throat. "Will it hurt? Will you forgive me? Will Hawaovi be there?"

      "No, Soyala. And yes. And yes." It's his turn to pause a moment. "You could stay with me. When it is Kiva's time, we could be a family."

      She thinks about this. "Can I give you my answer when we get there?"

      "Of course."

      He takes her in his arms, her body light as a feather, as life has weight, and she had little of it left in her. He moves to the window and pulls the mask down, setting it on her chest, and her fingers close over it, her lips turning up. Then, he moves again, swift as the wind, to a corner where shadow has pooled. He steps in, and they are gone.
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        * * *

      

      “In time, they birthed a daughter of their own, and named her Fela.”

      Cord’s voice trailed off. Dusk had turned to deep morning, and he yawned.

      “Time for bed. We’ve a busy day tomorrow.”

      “Wait. I need a better explanation.”

      “For?”

      “For how you think bringing Death here is going to end people dying. And why you think that making everyone immortal is just going to fix things.”

      “Because if we cause enough chaos, she’s gonna show. She’s going to want to see what I’m trying to do. Maybe she’s gonna want to stop it.”

      “And then what? Say you pull off your trick. Fight her, win. That is what you’re planning, right? Get Fela here and trap or kill her? And then everyone lives forever?”

      He sighed. "Imagine you sent men to war, but no one died? What if you realized it was futile, because no matter what you did, it was a constant stalemate? What if you, sitting in your gutter, your baby in your arms, realized that your friends in the laundry, your sister in the brothel, your brother, begging for scraps of food didn't need to? You couldn't die, they couldn't die, but you didn't have to fear rising up? Imagine you could shatter the status quo, make new lives, new rules, a new normal. A new peace."

      His words echoed around my head. I wondered if it would be that simple. I imagined a world the opposite, legions of meat in a constant state of atrocity. I squashed the thought, but a spark of something, maybe my own rebellion gave me an idea. I kept it to myself.

      "That simple, huh?" I asked instead.

      He shook his head. "No, not that simple. But every fire starts with a spark. The trick is to coax it into a blaze, then guide it to the hearth."

      I nodded and watched him trundle away to bed. I sat in the dark, the cigar burnt to a stub, and wondered if there was more to this. For the first time in a while, a serious question wormed its way into my head.

      How did Cord know all this?
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      When I woke, Cord was already up. I staggered into the living area, and he handed me a soft savory wrap and a cup of wine.

      "Eat up," he said. "Busy day."

      I looked for Rek and Lux while I chewed. "Where's everyone else?"

      "Sent them out. We're making a little trip today, and the people we're going to meet get nervous with groups of more than a couple."

      "Friends of yours?"

      "In a manner of speaking."

      "Stabby friends of yours?"

      "Only if you piss them off."

      "Then why are we going?"

      "Because I want you to see why we're doing this thing this time." he settled onto the couch opposite me. "Being dead gives you time to think. I burnt a lot of bridges and bodies in Midian. I mean to do the same here—" he held up a hand when I opened my mouth to protest. "But for all the right reasons."

      I finished the wrap and washed it down with the wine, then tilted my head. "What do you get out of it?"

      Cord had the good sense to look offended. "Me? Personal gain?"

      "Uh huh. You're a saint. Saint Cord."

      "I prefer Cord of the Magnificent Member."

      I rolled my eyes. "If you don't tell me, I'm going to start stripping," I said.

      His nose wrinkled and he raised his hands in defeat. "Fine. If everything goes right, we get the satisfaction of doing right, a fat paycheck, and I get a little payback."

      I leaned back in the chair. "Ah, that. Tell me about Fela." I smelled a lead there.

      "Hot. Gret's balls, was she hot. Ass for days. Breasts like1—," he deflected.

      "Cord."

      "Fine. I loved her. Actual love. Not that thing you see when we stop in a city and I roll out of a stranger’s bed every morning. The kind of love that aches deep in your bones. The kind that makes you hear music and go all stupid when you see that person."

      I thought of Lux, her wan smile, her long, gentle fingers, her slightly mad laugh.

      "Huh," I said.

      "What?"

      "Nothing."

      "What?"

      "I just thought you weren't one for attachments of the heart."

      "And you're not the most observant person."

      "What's that mean?"

      "How long have we been together? Me and you? Us and Rek? And Lux?"

      I nodded. "Point taken. But what’s your deal with wanting to lure her here and snuff her? If you still love her, couldn’t you just ask her for help? ."

      He thought for a moment, a small frown creasing the spot between his eyes. “People think the opposite of love is hate. It’s not. It’s apathy. Hate is just loved turned in on itself.”

      “So you hate her?”

      “No. But I don’t love her enough to spare her what I’ve planned. When a heart’s broken hard, it can envision terrible punishments.”

      “So you’re punishing her?”

      “No. That’s not my place. There are hurts between us. But it’s not punishment. It’s justice. She cannot live if humans are meant to.”

      “But isn’t this the fault of men? What about them? They’ll go on forever, as well. What about the atrocities they commit? How good are they going to get at hurting people over a hundred years, a thousand? What could she have done to take the brunt of your rage?”

      He sighed, pinched the bridge of his nose. “You’re right, in a way. I sometimes hate that you took to my lessons so well. But you’ll have to trust me, Nenn. I have a plan. And to your first point, she’s more likely to tell me to jump up my own ass and die as she is to pretend I don’t exist.”

      My gut churned. The more I learned about this plan, the less I liked it. Of all the things that had happened between us, the least I’d expected was to lose faith in the old man. I stood and he led us to the door. He stepped out and looked out over the city from the landing.

      "Oh, one more thing. Fela is Gren," he said.

      He started down the stairs. I stopped, struck mute for a moment, then hurried after him.

      "Wait. Gren is Fela? Your one true love is the dead goddess of death?"

      "Yep."

      "You've got strange taste in women."

      "The penis wants what the penis wants, Nenn."

      "What about the heart?"

      "He likes to watch."

      I rolled my eyes again and followed him into the city.
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        * * *

      

      We made our way through the sprawls, moving closer to the street of statues. Men and women walked the avenues, some wearing their own version of Vignon's skull motif, others bearing weapons with stylized hilts. Men or women in white shifts accompanied others, a collar and leash keeping them under control. Cord snorted in anger as we passed, jaw and fists tight. He shook his head and muttered under his breath. I did my best to keep my blades in their sheathes, as his aggravation was infectious.

      "What is it?" I asked him once out of earshot.

      "They were someone's aunt, you know. Their uncle. A sister. It's always the same. The rich build their lives on the backs of the poor, the weak. Money makes monsters of us all, Nenn. It's like a disease. The more you have, the more you want. It wants to multiply, to corrupt. It wants you to use it, to rely on it, to live for it, and in that way, it's also like a parasite."

      I looked around, at the people dressed in black, fine silks and sequined suits and dresses that sparkled in the sun, at the people held in thrall like pets—their own species, treated like no more than simple animal—at the ostentatious display of wealth in silver and rubies and steel. At the streets devoid of humanity in rags, or underfed. Of lithe bodies and shining jewels. Bile rose in my throat.

      "What's the point? I mean, sure, it makes life comfortable, but what's the endgame here?" I asked.

      "The same as it's always been. Power through subjugation. Ensuring their lifestyle goes on for as long as they cling to life," Cord said.

      "Then how is ending death going to stop any of this? Won't it just prolong their suffering needlessly?"

      “Persistent, aren’t you?”

      “I am what you made me. So?”

      "I'd considered the problem."

      "And?"

      "Rejected it. This city, it thrives on beating down the weak. On controlling them. On taking their lives and relegating them to something less than human. Everything here will collapse, and people will be free again."

      "And everywhere else?"

      He stopped, and looked to the sky, to the statues above. After a long moment, he answered. "They'll have to fight. It's all we can hope for. Blood will have to be spilled, Nenn."

      "So, more suffering?"

      "Yes. Just a little more. Then, with luck, no more. I am so tired."

      I watched as he started away again, and sorrow weighed me down briefly. This wasn't the Cord I knew. This wasn't the Cord I'd expected. Something had happened to him, and it wore on him as the sea wears on stone. I caught up, and we walked in silence for a time.

      He led us into a warren of alleys, the road sinking in gradual degrees, until we found ourselves below the streets, at a tunnel sealed with a steel cap. Cord reached out and knocked, five times. A double tap echoed back, and the cap rolled slowly to the side to reveal a woman with bright eyes and white hair, dressed in simple spun robes. She looked us over, then out at the street. She ushered us in, and the door rolled closed behind us.
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        * * *

      

      The tunnel led downward, curving slightly. The walls grew damp as we went, moisture condensing on the stone and running in thin rivulets to chase one another to the floor. The woman—Cord introduced her as Kina—walked ahead, bare feet whispering on the stone. If the rough surface on her soles bothered her, she gave no sign. I saw no guards, but rope disappearing to the ceiling trailed through the tunnel and entrance as we went. I wondered what kind of life someone would have holed up in a cavern. I got my answer as we passed through an opening in the walls.

      The area was the size of one of Midian's cathedrals, large enough to hold roughly a thousand people. Maybe more, since this didn't also have to accommodate the massive size of their pious egos. Curtains hung above alcoves chiseled from the walls. Some were open, showing modest living areas. In the center of the cavern, water fell in a steady stream from the ceiling into a hollow, forming a wide shallow lake. One of the residents must have had a touch of the gift, because globes of soft blue light hung above the water.

      Men, women, and children milled about, chatted, or worked at various tasks. The sounds of chisels came from the far side of the space, and closer, an area had been set up for craftsmen. They stitched, knitted, and spun various garments and blankets. Another area closer to the lake had been set up with cookfires so the smoke might escape, the smells of roast meat and vegetables wafting to us. Yet another alcove to the far left of us held several beds, and residents hopped about on makeshift crutches, or lay abed, or simply coughed their way through the day.

      The population was as varied as any city in the world — black, white, blue, skinny, fat, muscled—but they all shared the same traits. Hung heads, furtive movements, scars. My hands itched to cut the balls from the people responsible and serve them a la testicle fricassee.

      Kina beckoned Cord over to her alcove. He laid a quiet hand on my shoulder before following. I watched him go, my heart torn. This wasn’t the Cord I’d known for years, but a darker, more somber man. I wondered if it had also made him more cautious. For one, he hadn’t died once yet. For another, he already had a plan in place, though the vagaries of it were as always in his head. I wondered why he compartmentalized like that, if it was a way of protecting himself or us and decided it didn’t matter. I’d trusted him this long. A little longer couldn’t hurt.

      I walked along the cavern wall, close to the alcoves. From some, the gentle rise and fall of breath echoed behind closed curtains. From others, soft moans, the grunt of release. Still others, snatches of conversation, whispered rumor and woe.

      “I heard the Triad are all geared up for the gala. Kina thinks that’s when we should strike.”

      I passed another. “… not enough food for the winter. The blade would be more merciful for the children.”

      And another. “Blessings to the gods. They’ll guide us through.”

      I shook my head at that. People’s assumption that beings who saw us as we saw ants would give even the tiniest shits about our lives never ceased to amaze me. Camor included. I had seen hide nor hair of Their skinny ass since the Veldt. All that told me was when the gods stuck their fingers in man’s business, it was because they needed pawns.

      A small cough pulled me from my thoughts, and I looked up to see I stood beside the makeshift hospital. A girl, no more than seven or eight leaned on a crutch, right leg missing below the knee. I knelt.

      “You okay?”

      She looked up from tight black curls and winced. Her leg pained her, and I saw the end of her stump was an angry red. A smell, sour and hot came to my nose, and knew it was infected. Rage clenched my stomach, and I forced myself to relax.

      “Would be, had Neman not whipped me for taking an extra bread,” she said.

      She teetered on her crutch, and I caught her, letting her rest against me until she was steady.

      “Who is this Neman?” I asked.

      She pushed back and worked her way toward one of the nearer beds, breath coming in gasps. When she reached the straw mattress, she collapsed in it, dark skin flushed from the exertion.

      “Seneschal for the Houses of the Holy. They’d taken my parents two years ago when Da hurt his back and couldn’t work. Can’t work, can pay debt. Can’t pay debt, into the chains. But I can work, they said. And I did. But they barely fed us. I was just… so hungry,” she broke into tears.

      I leaned in and hugged her until the sobs stopped, trying to hold my own back. The fact they’d maimed this little girl for simply trying to survive was monstrous. The tears that threatened to fall dried up with my anger and I clutched the girl tight.

      “You’ll have his heart. I promise.”

      Her tears stopped, and she pressed her face into my chest. For a moment, we held one another. I broke away and stood, turning on a heel. The girl needed comfort, not fury. I would save that for Neman.

      I passed the hospital at a measured pace, followed by pained cries, wracking coughs, and sad silence. I did not turn my head, because I knew if I saw another wounded, and another, I would murder the city. Once past, I stalked to the rear of the cavern, pressing my back to the rock there. A breeze from an opening nearby cooled my flushed skin, and I turned to look for the source. A few yards away, the cave opened in a thin crease, a gentle light narrowly escaping. Curiosity seized me, and I slipped through.

      The interior was smooth and round, lit by clusters of clear crystals that shone with a gentle internal light. Intricate design crawled across the floor in delicate carvings, moss and lichen forcing itself into the grooves, and some force had broken the stones in no discernible pattern. In the center of the floor stood a pedestal, a statue toppled and broken from it. Feet still clung to the raised platform, but the statue itself had tipped and broken an arm. I leaned in and brushed the accumulation of years from its face.

      A woman, middling of years, attractive, stared back at me. One half of her face was skeletal, her remaining arm bone and tattered flesh. I looked down the length of the carving and though more growth covered the leg, I assumed it to be the same.

      “Fela,” Cord said from behind me.

      I stood and turned. He leaned against the cavern wall with a half-grin and a wistful look in his eyes.

      “She’s pretty,” I said.

      “If you’re into that sort of thing.”

      I looked closer. Something struck me as familiar about her features. It was likely a coincidence. Sculptors worked from models, but rarely stuck to one influence. Girlfriend’s eyes here, wife’s lips there, the woman from the market’s breasts there. It gave their work that sort of everyperson quality. The good ones. The bad ones looked like someone had fallen face-first onto a brick.

      “You miss her, huh?” I asked.

      He shrugged and pushed off from the wall. “Come on. Fairly sure Rek and Lux should be done by now.”

      We left the abandoned shrine and made our way topside, Kina seeing us out. A light rain had begun to fall when we reached the street. I pulled my hood up. Cord laughed.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Live a little, Nenn,” he said, and sauntered away, rain plastering the hair to his head.

      I shot him a glare and followed. Was his mood shifting? Regardless, some shit was about to go down.
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      Rek and Lux waited for us at the hotel. Rek had again managed to find the small magically chilled chest in the room and chewed handfuls of peanuts with a scowl. Lux amused herself by snuffing and lighting a candle repeatedly by snapping her fingers.

      “I’m sure this is fine,” I muttered, and flopped on the couch next to Lux.

      For a moment, our thighs touched, then she scooted away. I gave her a questioning look, but she pretended not to notice, still flicking the candle to life.

      “The Dipshit Triplets give you any trouble?” Cord asked, leaning against a counter.

      “Centaurs,” Rek rumbled around a mouth of peanuts.

      “Centaurs?” I asked.

      “Centaur guards,” Lux said. “You can imagine how that went.”

      Rek slammed the jar of nuts on the table, spraying fragments as he shouted. “Why don’t they wear pants?”

      Cord snorted a laugh. “Maybe they talk to the horses.”

      Rek’s eyes went wide. “WHAT?”

      “You know, maybe they knew you were coming. And they wanted to do the same,” Cord said.

      “Bah,” Rek said and slumped in the chair.

      “You get the invites, then?” Cord asked Lux.

      She gave him a crooked smile and produced two thick pieces of paper, fanning them apart. I glared at them, and then at Cord.

      “What?” I asked.

      “If we went as a group, they’d twig. We need Rek and Lux to create a distraction while you and I nick the keys to the coffers,” Cord said.

      “So, you’re my…,” I said.

      Cord grinned wide. “Date.”

      “Gods help me,” I said.

      “Party time, excellent! Come on, it’ll be fun. We’ll meet new people, steal interesting things.” Cord said.

      “Do I have to wear a dress?” I asked.

      “Of course,” Cord said.

      “Gret’s balls,” I said.

      I looked to Rek and Lux for help. Lux gave me a wan smile. Rek just shrugged.

      “C’mon loser, we’re going shopping,” Cord said.

      He took me by the hand and led me from the room. I glanced back, mouthing help me. The other two ignored my plea, pretending to be interested in Rek’s abandoned jar of nuts. I groaned and fell in behind Cord.
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        * * *

      

      “Do we have to shop?” I whined.

      We passed down a boulevard from the central round, neat buildings to either side with wide panes of glass set up with every fashion known to man, and a few catering to Harrowers. The message boxes we’d spotted coming into the city stood on every corner, groups of three or more gathered around them. Cord held up a hand and led us to one.

      The men and women gathered around them held small glass boxes, the contents bloodied and pale. Each bore scars and small patches of flesh missing from arms and legs, and in one case, cheeks and lips. I watched as they reached into the box and slipped a piece of cut flesh into the receptacle below. A chattering came from the machine, and it spat out a piece of paper. The man waiting read it.

      “Can you believe the Hestians are getting ready to enact a kingdom-wide ban on trousers longer than the ankle? This is oppression! They’re ignoring three-hundred years of brutality at the hands of the Culotte Regime!”

      Another user slipped what looked suspiciously like a nipple into the box, waiting patiently for her paper. When it popped out, she threw it down in disgust.

      “Ugh! They’re saying Princess Justen should be with the Crystle Queen! Everyone knows that Duchess Angle would be a better match.”

      She wandered away, muttering, “Mmm, lesbian necromancers.”

      Cord shook his head and we walked away as more clamored to use the things.

      “What the fuck was that?” I asked.

      “Distraction,” he said. “Is there any reason a country would accept perpetual war?”

      “Fascism?” I guessed.

      “Well, that too. But in this case, sublimation. Keep the water warm and no one will complain. It’s the boiling frog principal.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Put a frog in room-temperature water, and slowly raise the heat. It never notices, and eventually the heat kills it. Boils it alive.”

      “That’s morbid.”

      “The world’s morbid, Nenn. I’ll never understand people who think it’s a silk sheet. The world is a cock wrapped in barbed wire, and it will try to assfuck you the first chance it gets.”

      We fell into silence.

      “Why aren’t Rek and Lux helping?” I asked.

      “Preparations. They don’t have to look pretty.”

      “You think I’m pretty?”

      “I think you’re not ugly.”

      “That’s not the same thing.”

      “Potato, overbite. Ah, here we are.”

      The shop in question displayed its wares in the window like the others, with a decidedly darker motif. A white backdrop hid the store proper, black branches and thorns spread about the floor as decoration. Headless mannequins stood in the space, dressed in the latest Harrower fashions. I made a face.

      “What?” Cord asked.

      “I am not going to a fetish party,” I said.

      “It’ll be fine. Everybody’s somebody’s fetish.”

      “Have I ever told you that you’re annoyingly optimistic?”

      “No, but thanks.”

      “Sorry, I meant stupid.”

      “Hurtful,” Cord said, and opened the door.

      The inside was cool and dimly-lit. The walls displayed dresses and leather outfits, the floor dominated by a short pedestal and a wall of mirrors. A thin woman, wizened to the point of rivaling a raisin, came from the back of the store. Her fingers were thin and wrinkled. She looked us over for a moment, then disappeared into the back.

      “Bit weird,” I said.

      “Shh, you Neanderthal. This is a classy joint.”

      I eyed a pair of leather pants on the wall, the crotch and ass missing, then raised an eyebrow. “I’m buying you a dictionary,” I said.

      The woman came back out, bearing a set of clothing on each arm. She handed one to Cord, and one to myself, then stared. When I didn’t move, she made a shooing gesture toward the back of the store.

      “Oh! Okay,” I said.

      I changed in the back. The dress was surprisingly not freakish. The skirts were soft and supple, dyed black, with silver highlights that sparkled in the lamplight. The top was a bit… more, stiff in the back and under the breasts, and it pushed me up far more than I was used to. Still, it fit well. I left the room and stood on the pedestal in front of the mirrors, turning slightly to each side, admiring the fit.

      “Oh dear,” Cord said from behind me. “You’ve got your big girl breasts.”

      I turned and gave him a look that could have withered a much larger man’s dick and stepped down from the pedestal. He stepped up. He didn’t clean up bad. The suit was black, the shirt under white, the vest a balanced gray. He’d even swept his hair into a passable mane.

      “Huh. And you don’t look like a complete asshole,” I said.

      He shot me a grin. “No one’s ever complete, my dear.”

      He turned to the seamstress. “Excellent work as always, Marn. Have them sent to our hotel.”

      He passed her a small bag of coins, and we changed out of the finery, and made our way outside. Something occurred to me on the way out.

      “How did she know my measurements? Did… did you measure me while I slept?”

      Cord shook his head. “Snydemancer. It’s intuitive.”

      “Snyde1…”

      “It’s Rutch for ‘tailor’.”

      “Huh.”

      He led us down the street and around a corner, the shops giving way to bakeries and grilles, pubs and wineries. The air filled with the smells of baked bread, spices, roast meat, and the thick musk of beer. My stomach rumbled. Ahead, Rek and Lux had sat themselves at a table. My heart skipped a beat at seeing her, followed by sadness, like a crow chasing a butterfly. I wanted to puzzle out her recent aloofness. I knew I didn’t have time.

      Movement at the corner of my eye caught my attention, and I turned my head, then froze. Between the buildings a set of iron bars stuck up from the cobbles like stunted, ugly saplings. All manner of people were attached to them by manacles. No one creed had been spared: black and white and blue, skinny and fat, young and old. I swiveled my head to Cord, and swore I heard the tendons creak.

      “Easy now,” Cord said.

      He held my eyes, and moved closer, ushering me into the alley in slow steps, until we’d breached the crowd and stood in the shadows.

      “What the fuck is this?” I asked.

      “Slaves,” Cord said.

      He knelt to inspect the manacles. After a moment, he gave a grunt and reached into his vest, coming out with a small leather case. His picks. He slipped a couple thin slivers of steel out and got to work unlocking the bracelets, pausing only to look up at me.

      “Keep an eye out. Not gonna do anyone any good if they catch us.”

      I leaned as casually as I could against the alley wall to block the public’s view, hands near my daggers. I listened for the telltale clicks of locks giving up their fight and chewed the inside of my cheek. After the orphanage, but before the alleys and the mill… I pushed the memory away and rubbed my wrists, where the ghosts of scars still circled them.

      “Almost done?” I asked.

      I heard another click and glanced back. The slaves remained silent while Cord worked. One reached out and embraced him, tears flowing from the man’s eyes. Cord patted his back and pushed him gently away.

      “You know where to go?” he asked.

      The man nodded, the woman beside him adding her own. They glanced down at the children, and rage flared in my stomach again.

      “Wait for the signal,” Cord said.

      The woman set her jaw and looked to me. What she saw there must have encouraged her, and I gave a little nod. We crept from the alley as quietly as possible and rejoined the throngs in the food court. Cord sat us at a table kitty-corner from Rek and Lux. They pretended not to notice us. Realization dawned on me.

      “You planned this,” I hissed as the waiter set sweetbread and meat in front of us.

      Cord shrugged. "Hoxteth the Planner," he said.

      "Sorry, what? Why?" I asked.

      "His penchant for organization. Later changed to Hoxteth the Cursed, when a bog witch saddled him with an endless meeting."

      "What happened to him?"

      Cord lost his train of thought as an honest-to-gods ghost walked up to him. I blinked. I’d expected a lot of weird shit traveling with Cord. Got used to it, even. But this was something new. If not for the faint blue shimmer, and the fact it was transparent, I would’ve thought it a live goose. It honked twice at him.

      “Ah, fuck,” he said.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Well, I killed this goose about a year ago. Accidentally, of course.”

      “Naturally.”

      The goose honked.

      “Yes, I'm getting to that part,” Cord replied. “Anyway, it haunts me now.”

      The goose honked twice again.

      “No, I don't have any bread,” Cord said.

      Once more, the goose honked, as if in reproach.

      “No, fuck you, Casper,” Cord said.

      The goose vanished then, leaving Cord with an annoyed expression. “Anyway. Where was I2?”

      “We’re not going to talk about the fact you just argued with a dead goose?”

      “Absolutely not. I won’t give him the satisfaction.”

      “Okaaay. Anyway, Hoxteth.”

      "Right, Hoxteth. He became a philosopher. Then died."

      "You have a point?"

      "Yeah. Hoxteth had a saying: 'Meetings are like assholes. Everyone is full of shit and it never stops'."

      "That's..."

      "Yeah, he was a terrible philosopher."

      "How'd he die?"

      "Stabbed himself 42 times in the back."

      "Neat trick."

      "He was also an awful boss."

      “Back to my original point…”

      “Yeah, I planned this. It’s easy to not see things when they’re out of sight.”

      “So, you wanted to piss me off?”

      “At the right people, yeah.”

      “Why?”

      Cord sighed. “If I’ve taught you anything, it should be this, Nenn: The world is fucked. You gotta fuck it back. Oh, and Rek is a beast.”

      At that, Lux stood and slapped Rek, splashing her water in his face. She stalked away in fake outrage. Rek jumped up, slamming his fists into the table. It shattered, sending bread, meat, and wine onto a passing guard. The guard reached for his truncheon, but too late. Rek picked him up and tossed him through one of the shops’ wide windows. The glass shattered with a sound like crystal chimes. A cry went up immediately, and more guards burst around the corner. Rek grunted and took off at a sprint, disappearing into the warrens and alleys, the guard on his trail.

      Cord picked up a piece of bread and took a bite.

      “I love bread,” he said.

      I stared at him.

      “Whaf?” he asked around the mouthful.

      He took his time chewing, then dropped a few coins on the table, leading us away at a nonchalant pace. I thought I heard the jangling of chains, but Cord nudged me forward, herding us toward the crowd.

      “Slow is smooth and smooth is fast,” he said at the bewildered look on my face.

      We slipped into the masses, and the chaos died down behind us. Cord slowed his pace further, blending us in seamlessly. I flashed the occasional glance behind us, but no one had followed. The teeming masses of the city had swallowed and subsumed the melee in the same way a fish swallows a hook.

      We stepped deeper into the city, over narrow sparkling canals and bridges of white stone. The streets broadened, making way for wide buildings and open plazas. A riot of noise and color greeted us, knots of people standing in front of hopeful buskers on each of the cardinal directions. Each had their own talent, from juggling to music-making to painting to simple glamours—hedge wizardry to entertain the masses.

      An orator on one corner, a sheet of paper in his hand, raised an arm. He stood on an apple box, and shouted at passers-by.

      “Hear me, oh citizens of Gentia! Your poets and authors have ceased to produce things that entertain me! A sure sign of the decline of art! What say you3?”

      He pointed at a man in a group nearby, dressed in similar fashion to the orator. The man hooted and grunted, jumping up and down, feces falling from his robe.

      “You see? My friends agree! Do not be fooled by the subpar efforts of amateur artists! They are only pretenders to the throne? What say you, friend?”

      He pointed to another of his cronies, who sat on the flagstones of the plaza and began to scoot across them like a dog with an itch.

      “So say we all!”

      This, followed by more hoots. One man coughed violently as he choked on his own spit.

      We moved on, to the area marked off for wizards. Bright robes and lights occupied the space, while others put on recreations of historical events. One such wizard had marked out a long square before him. Miniature phantom soldiers limned in blue marched up and down the area to the delight of a group of wide-eyed children, who exclaimed upon the detail of the armor or the recognition of a face from history. We stopped to watch as more soldiers rose from the other end of the demarced area, brown and blue and tan and olive hues to their skin. The blue-limned soldiers, white to almost a man, caught sight, and standards bearing Gentia’s sigils went up, raising a tinny cry as they charged the newcomers.

      In moments, the tableau was a bloody rout, the wizard’s army making sure to hack and defile the other side’s men to pieces. One tiny general sawed the head from another and placed it on a pike, while soldiers forced the survivors into chains and led them away, fading from the field. The children gave a cheer, and Cord grunted and led us away.

      “What the actual fuck was that?” I asked. “That can’t be okay for kids.”

      “They call it Manifest Destiny. The Gentians believe this land was gifted to them by the gods, to claim and subjugate.”

      “Sounds like horseshit to me.”

      “Give an imperialist a sword, and he’s gonna stab someone. Provided they look different enough. Or believe different enough. Or eat different enough.”

      “Eat?”

      “The Maccas. Pale as snow. The Gentians murdered them because they thought meat belonged between two slices of bread and cheese.”

      “Okay, but what about the ones they don’t kill?”

      “Oh, they subjugate those too. They just call it diplomacy.”

      “But… why?”

      “The Gentians have a philosophy called peace through overwhelming force. They view anything else as less than manly. As if ruling from the pointy end of a sword is. In my experience, men who wave around swords in a threatening manner are just looking for somewhere to sheathe it. If you know what I mean.”

      “You know, I’m never quite sure what you mean, to be honest.”

      “They wanna fuck each other. But they’re frightened of showing what they perceive as weakness, so instead they kill one another and think that’s strength.”

      “It’s not?”

      He shook his head. “Not the way you’re thinking. To overpower a man, to take his life, is an easy thing. A simple thing. To show compassion, to love no matter what anyone might think—that takes real courage. Real fortitude. This thing they do—it makes them appear outwardly strong, but inside, they’re festering. Like a ham left in the sun. Fear fucks every one of us up, Nenn.”

      “Then what’re you afraid of?”

      “Mostly spiders. And that stuff that collects in your belly button.”

      “But not love?”

      He paused, halting us in the middle of a plaza, and looked at me for a long moment. I wondered what he was thinking. Finally, he looked back to the path ahead, and moved again. “What’s there to fear in love? Hurt? Anger? Betrayal? All those things exist outside love too. But at least inside, when they happen, you still have love. You have a way to heal.”

      “You’re profound today.”

      “I am exceedingly intoxicated. Ah, here we are.”

      We stopped in front of a large building with a peaked roof. Frescoes capered along the edge of the overhang, and carved columns held up a wide porch. Bunting hung from the columns, and wide steps led to an entrance from which strains of conversation and orchestral tuning escaped.

      “Where is here?” I asked.

      “The Orphidium,” Cord said. “Greatest theater in Vignon.”

      “You’re taking me to a play?”

      “A little culture is not to be feared, Nenn.”

      “It is when I think you’re up to something.”

      He grinned and raised his hands. “Just a play.”

      We stepped inside. The interior was spacious, seats arranged in rows under a vaulted ceiling. Cleverly hidden lights illuminated a stage at the far end. The audience had already found their places, and we took ours at the back. The curtains, thick folds of velvet hung with a system of ropes and pulleys, rose with the swell of the orchestra, revealing a skinny old man standing center stage.

      “Can you believe the gall of those who are not us?” he shouted to the rafters, raising a thin fist and shaking it. “Who dares question our great and awesome plan?”

      Pulleys squeaked, and a shadowy group slid into the stage behind him, arrayed like a rioting crowd. Three tall figures strode onto the stage and sang notes of baritone harmony. The shadows fell with a crash, and the tall figures exited.

      “Surely the gods bless Gentia! Surely, we cannot tolerate these rabble-rousers, those who believe freedom is unearned, who beg for levies upon those who have through no fault of their own amassed great wealth so the unworthy may fill the mouths of their slovenly, lazy spawn with our riches!”

      The audience grumbled in reply, and the old man shuffled forward and turned. He hoisted up his robes and squatted at the edge of the stage, bare ass hanging out.

      “Now who will take the benediction?” he called.

      Men and women lined up, and as each passed under him, he gave a mighty grunt, and with a thunderous fart, ejected oily discharge onto their heads. With each, the supplicant shouted “This is fair! This is balanced!” and left the theater.

      Cord and I snuck out during the ceremonies. Once clear, I looked at him.

      “Just a play, huh? We didn’t pay for that, right?” I asked.

      “In a manner of speaking, we all did, my dear,” he said.

      We walked a little further in silence.

      “Why did you show me that?” I asked.

      “Because not all weapons are edged. You should recognize them when they pop up. Lies cut as deep as any blade, and divide just as effectively.”

      “Like the Mane posters in Midian?”

      “Yeah, like that.”
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        * * *

      

      We moved deeper into the city. The streets dropped lower, the canals between them long forgotten or since diverted. Only dirty sludge moved between their banks, leaves and insects skittering and pocking the surface. Cord wore a look of determination.

      “Where we going now?” I asked.

      “One last stop,” he said.

      I looked around. Tattered flyers and propaganda clung to the walls of buildings here. What shops there were stood half-abandoned, homes with boarded-up windows.

      “You take me all the nice places,” I said.

      He grunted and led us down an alley and onto a street with a wide building on one side. A sign on the façade read Veteran’s Care. Or it had. Some of the letters had fallen off, and someone had painted over parts until it read Veteran Cunts.

      “Classy,” I said.

      Cord led us inside. The interior was an open space from wall to wall, rows of beds occupying the floor with narrow aisles between. The tile underfoot was dirty and stained in several places in suspicious red-brown splotches. Most of the beds were occupied by wounded men and women. The interior smelled of blood and rot. Moans came from deeper in the building, and medics moved from cot to cot, administering what medications they could, and where they couldn’t, carting bodies away.

      We stood there in silence, until I could no longer, and stepped outside. Cord followed. For a long while, we did not speak. What was there to say? What could you say about a nation that treated those who had sacrificed so much this way?
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        * * *

      

      We took the long way back to the hotel, passing by the central round and its dick fountain and statues once again.

      “What’s with the dicks?” I asked.

      “Those aren’t dicks,” Cord said.

      “What?”

      “Yeah. Harrowers don’t have penises. They have ovipositors.”

      My mouth filled with bile, and I dry-heaved.

      “Yeah, that was my reaction,” Cord said. “Oh look! This’ll be a treat. Vignonian4 justice is something else.”

      A cage, half the height of a man, had been erected on a dais in the round. Two guards stood beside it, a naked man between them. He looked frightened and disheveled. Another, in black robes, holding an unfurled scroll, stood before them.

      “For the bad stuff, they still hang or decapitate you. But for the others, well…”

      The crier interrupted him. “Hear ye! On this, the thirtieth day of Juvens, the criminal Bez did conspire to defraud the state of taxes due. In addition, the criminal Bez did also conspire to harbor known fugitives, to wit, the slaves known as Yek, Fen, and Hon. Their punishment is served and executed. This punishment is due forthwith.”

      A crowd gathered during the pronouncement, and the crier rolled up the scroll and stepped to the side. A commotion came from another street as a burly man led a gorilla down the avenue, a thick chain around its neck. It glared at the crowd, but otherwise moved ahead on its knuckles, eager for its destination.

      The crier called out once again as the beast gained the platform.

      “The punishment, as decreed by the Houses of the Holy5: The transgressor is to choose! Choose his fate! The gorilla—” at that, the gorilla raised its arms and roared. “—or the syrup!”

      One of the guards held up a gallon-sized jug and a funnel.

      “Choose now!” the crier shouted.

      A guard pushed the accused forward. Sweat stood out in visible beads on his skin. Across his chest they’d tattooed TRANSGRESSOR. His penis had shrunk to the size of a grape, testicles cradling it as if to say a fond farewell. His head swiveled between the gorilla and the cage. Still, no decision escaped his lips. A tiny fart did, however. It sounded like someone had stepped on a chihuahua.

      “You must choose, you jackass!” the crier shouted.

      “I couldn’t fuck a gorilla!” The man sobbed.

      “Syrup it is!” the crier proclaimed.

      The guards bent the man in two and stuffed him into the cage, shackling wrists to ankles. When they finished, he was contorted painfully, ass in the air. The guard on the left pressed the funnel into the prisoner’s open end, while the other upended the jug. Viscous fluid spilled out with an audible glug into the funnel. The man groaned, and the guards chanted:

      Pour some syrup in your butt

      Come on, be that gorilla’s slut

      Pour some syrup in your butt

      Gorilla gonna get that nut

      The last of the syrup left the bottle in a thick stream, and they discarded the container, plucking the funnel from his hole with an audible pop. The crowd picked up a new chant as soon as the jug hit the ground.

      “Clench! Clench! Cleeeeench!”

      The man moaned again, and quiet at first, his cries of nonononononono soon filled the plaza. His ass muscles tightened, but to no avail. Another fart escaped, the sound like someone gargling pudding, and a bubble appeared between his cheeks, thick and brown. It popped, and the man let out a sob.

      “Release the gorilla6!” the crier shouted.

      The gorilla roared in joy. The man screamed. We didn’t stay.

      “What the actual fuck?” I asked Cord once we were away from the round.

      He shrugged. “The gods are disturbed, Nenn. But men are disturbed more.”

      We hurried down the street.
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      The Gentian Plain

      Crood and Xel swept across the eastern Gentian plains, hills rolling below. The forest stretched to the north, and somewhere beyond it, the camps of Hestia. To the south, the plains crumbled to rock and tide, waves cresting the broken shore in blankets of foam. Here were the tombs of the Busk Kings, the forgotten demigods of eld, forgers of the first Harbinger Blades. As if it knew he was thinking of it, Horcrux spoke up from his back.

      “There, below. A hut, you know?”

      Crood sighed heavily and spurred Xel toward the structure erected within a circle of broken stones. The great dragon alit, wheezing heavily. Crood dismounted and glared at him with contempt.

      “A poor specimen of a once-proud race, you are.”

      “And a smelly fuck of a brute, you are,” Xel replied.

      Crood grunted and stomped toward the hut, a ramshackle collection of discarded timbers lashed with rope, the roof made with a thin layer of leather. Crood frowned, stopping some distance away. Horcrux spoke up again.

      “That roof’s skin, you better not go in!”

      “Silence, you useless turd,” Crood said.

      He stepped over toppled markers that may have been headstones at one time, or perhaps road markers. He raised one meaty fist to hammer the wood to flinders and froze. He grunted in annoyance, and made to draw Horcrux, but his body refused any and all orders given it.

      “Beneath you, a rune! I can no longer sing this tune!”

      Crood’s eyes wandered downward, and he saw etched upon the threshold a rune of Hrrrgbble Warren. His heart thrashed against the cage of its chest. His eyes snapped up as the door opened with a creak. A man stood there, hair in long curly disarray, one eye red, the other blue. He smiled, and a chill crept up Crood’s spine.

      “Yes?” the man said mildly.

      Crood found he could still talk. “Master Yenn. I’ve come in supplication. A villain stalks this world, one who would undo all our efforts.”

      Yenn cocked his head, a small smirk lingering on his lips. “Our efforts?”

      Crood wet his lips. “The Seven, of course.”

      Yenn nodded. Ferd, dead. Oros, lost. Mane, dead. That left himself and the Triad in Vignon. He had heard the news, indeed. The movements smacked of Camor’s interference, and Their pawn, Cord. Sweat stood out on Crood’s forehead. Yenn inspected the man. A crude tool. A weapon of a bygone age. Straightforward. An asset on the battlefield. A liability against the unpredictable. An oversight that would need correcting. He grinned, showing the man a full mouth of pointed teeth.

      “You are just in time, Crood. I was hoping to have someone for dinner.”

      Crood struggled, but to no avail.
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        * * *

      

      The moons had slipped over the horizon by the time Yenn spat the last fingerbone of Calamine Crood into a pile beside the man’s other bits. He gave the sword, Horcrux, a searching look, and picked it up, as though the steel weighed little more than a small fowl. It immediately burst into song.

      “Dancin’ queen, young and sweet, only seventeeeeeen!”

      “Bah,” Yenn exclaimed. “I have no use for you, foul thing.”

      He swept the sword down, flat leading, and smashed it to shards against a nearby boulder. The singing ended with a sharp scream, and a torrent of souls poured free. Yenn stretched his jaw wide and devoured each as it attempted to flee, long fingers wrapping them like gossamer. He ate well past satiation. When finished, Yenn rubbed his overfull stomach and tossed the blade away, then stalked over to Xel. The dragon woke from its slumber, eyeing him apprehensively. Yenn reached forward and stroked its snout.

      “He was cruel to you. This I know. You need not fear that any longer.”

      A quick snap of the shoulder sent his arm past the dragon’s eye, bursting it in a splash of hot vitreous fluid, and into its brain. Xel’s good eye rolled up, and the dragon shuddered once, then lay still. Yenn pulled his arm free and shook the slime from it. He looked up at the moons and slipped his hands into his pockets. It was a nice night. A pleasant night. He strolled away from the cabin, and across the grassy hills. Soon, a tuneless melody entered his head, and he hummed along, the sound like a dirge across the countryside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Goddamn Nuns

          

        

      

    

    
      Our gear was packed, Rek and Lux lounging in the suite’s living area when we got back to the hotel. I marveled again at Rek’s ability to evade the guards—despite being a big man, and sticking out like a sore on a lip, he had an uncanny knack of slipping pursuit.

      “All ready?” Cord asked.

      I looked from them to Cord. I hadn’t been let in on a lot of this little outing and was starting to wonder what he was keeping from me, and why.

      “Ready for what?” I asked.

      “A little trip,” Cord said, hoisting his bag to his shoulder. “This is a Harrower city, and we haven’t much time before they start to twig that I’m here.”

      “So, we’re running away?” I asked.

      “I don’t run away. I make strategic retreats. But in this case, no. We’re gonna have to do some things that call for a little less finesse, and a little more… Nenn,” he said.

      “Hey. I’ve got finesse coming out my ass,” I said.

      “You’re also subtle,” Rek teased.

      I flipped him the finger. “So, where to, then?”

      The others stood and gathered their things. My knives lay in a neat row, belts freshly oiled, the blades looking wicked even in their sheathes.

      “There’s a place a few miles west of here. A reliquary, of sorts,” Cord said.

      I looked up from my blades. “What’s in it?”

      “The core of the Harrower system. And Fela’s bones. We’ll need both.”

      “Oh good. A Harrower complex.”

      “Bring your knives,” Cord said on his way out, the others following.

      I strapped the belts on.

      “Like I was not gonna bring my knives,” I muttered, and ran to catch up.
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        * * *

      

      We were headed out of town when a group of bravos crossed our path. Rough men, and in a town like Vignon, likely veterans of countless skirmishes. They spread out across the road, the hills to either side cutting off an easy escape. My hands drifted closer to my blades. Cord stepped to the fore of the group while Rek, Lux, and I spread out behind him. Six to four. I looked closer at the men—scarred, with serviceable weapons—no fancy hilts or embossed scabbards here. Likely a fair fight then. I hated that.

      Cord spread his hands. “Is there a problem, gentlemen?”

      The leader, a man with a crooked nose and muddy eyes, stepped forward. A scar ran from under one ear and wrapped around the front of his throat. Someone had tried to open his carotid, and he’d survived. Lucky bastard. Or mean.

      “Looks like you’ve got a couple unlicensed there,” the man said.

      “Unlicensed what?” Cord said. An edge crept into his tone. I knew that sound. It was dangerous.

      “Assistants. Housemen. Especially that one.” He lifted his chin toward Rek.

      I pulled my blades without thinking. The leader saw it, gestured. Two more men appeared atop the nearby hills. They wielded bows, and were in a good position to pin us like bugs on a board.

      “Ah, you have us at a disadvantage,” Cord said. “Clearly, you would like something we have. An agreement, then? Surely we’re all civilized here.”

      The leader nodded. “Savages would take want they want. Clearly we are not savages.” His eyes never left Rek as he said this, giving the word savages a slight inflection.

      Cord looked back, as though considering. His eyes met Lux’s, and he gave a slight nod. Lux’s magic drew static from the air, and I tensed as the hairs on the back of my neck rose. I edged toward Rek.

      “Aybemay ovemay ackbay a ewfay eetfay.”

      “What?” He asked, brow furrowing in a landslide.

      I ignored him. Cord was saying something else. “… and then I’ll fuck your mother with the rutabaga. And when I’m done, I’ll make a nice stew and feed it to your dog.”

      The leader’s face contorted and he raised his hand to signal the archers to shoot us down.

      The air crackled, and twin bolts of lightning blared to life, burning the world white. The men on the hills arched their backs for a split second as electricity coursed through them, then they exploded, chunks of flesh raining down. It was like an industrial accident in a ham factory.

      Lux gestured again, and I missed what happened, but the road was filled with slithering pieces of meat. Two of the men broke, fleeing down the road. A third was coated in the reanimated meat, and I watched as it slithered across his face, forcing his mouth open, and oozing inside. He died coughing and retching.

      Another tried to attack Cord, but the old thief was too fast for him, and Cord moved from his path. He stuck a foot out, sending his attacker sprawling, and once down, Cord hopped on his back. He proceeded to use the man’s face to flatten that particular square of roadway until it was coated in red mud.

      The fourth jumped Rek. The big man relieved him of the burden of his arms and legs.

      The leader went for me. I planted a knife in his windpipe and ripped upward, opening him like a Cruciatas Day turkey. He went down, wheezing and spraying gore.

      The two that had fled stopped some distance away, and looked like they were considering their options.

      “Lux,” Cord said.

      She grinned, all teeth and feral intent, and peeled them like grapes with a word.

      It was over in seconds.

      “Holy fuck,” I breathed.

      Cord stood and dusted his hands. “That was fun,” he agreed.

      We left the bodies behind, and I did my best to quash my unease at the new brutality my family had displayed.
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        * * *

      

      We retrieved the carriage from a nearby copse, Lux having stashed it while Cord and I were out. In a matter of minutes, we were underway again, the great black lacquered thing lumbering across the countryside. We sat in silence for a few minutes before Cord broke it.

      “You know what Harrowers are?”

      “Fucked up wizard things,” I said with a little shrug.

      “Close enough. But they’re also the children of Oros. Each bears a piece of him, whether they’re aware or not. The ones that are, like Ferd, and the Triad, do everything they can to seize power. Way back, way way back, seven avatars of the mad god got together and decided they would set the world right. Right to them of course, being Harrower rule under Oros’ direction.

      “I don’t know the end goal. Oros’ original purpose was to bring down the Tvint Empire. He succeeded, but it broke him when they imprisoned him. See, the problem with madness is it’s unpredictable. You can’t fight that. Except with more madness. Camor saw what was happening and chose a few of us to fight back. Directed insanity. I’ll never be right, Nenn. Nor Lux. Rek, well, he’s Rek. You two came to us later, though.”

      He peered at me, leaning forward. “But it’s in you, too. That rage. That impulse to bleed the world. It’s a gift, Nenn. You just need to harness it. That’s why I’m showing you these things. Right and wrong, truth and deception—means to an end. In this case, the end is to kill a god.”

      “So, I’m some sort of fucking chosen one?”

      He leaned back and waved a hand. “Oh gods no. You’re just angry enough, with a moral compass that points in roughly the right direction. And I want to make this clear. I am no savior either. I’m just a guy someone gave a job, and I intend to see it through. Chosen one? I’ve seen what happens when someone declares themselves that. Death, war, misery. Fuck, no. We’re just the cleanup crew.”

      I was quiet for a bit. “So, we kill Oros and make the world right?”

      He shook his head, and for a moment, sadness slipped across his features, aging him a century. It passed, and he turned to me with a grin. “No, the world will always be fucked up. But the Harrowers will be done, and we can go back to making money.”

      “Is there any good news to this?”

      “We’ve already killed three.”

      I leaned back.

      “Works for me,” I said.
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        * * *

      

      The carriage rumbled to a halt, and while Rek and Cord piled out, I rounded on Lux, trapping her in the driver’s seat.

      “What’s your fucking problem?” I asked. “You’ve been avoiding me since you came back.”

      She cast her eyes down. “I was dead so long, and I am so full of it. It’s cold there. And lonely. Did you know that? When you’re trapped between? And Camor kept me there. They said it was necessary. I was still needed.” She looked up, and bright pinpricks of fury lit her pupils, even as tears threatened the corners of her eyes. “I am so tired, Nenn. I don’t want to be away from you, but I don’t want to be anything anymore. My heart hurts. My body hurts. I just want it to end, and I don’t want you to hurt when it happens.”

      She did cry then, and I leaned over the seat, wrapping her in my arms. Her skin was cold, her tears hot on mine. I pressed my face into her hair and breathed the smell of lilacs and pomegranate, then whispered fiercely into her ear.

      “When the time comes, I will follow you into the dark. And if they won’t open the gates for us, I will bring us back. But you will never have to be alone.”

      Lux nodded against my shoulder. We wiped our eyes, and I gave her a smile. She returned it.

      “Now. Let’s go fuck up a Harrower’s day.”

      We hopped out of the carriage. Cord and Rek watched us exit, but said nothing, though Rek gave a little nod at seeing us walking together. They turned around to look at the temple before us. It stood four stories, a ramp leading downward at its base. The tower itself was wide tapering to a point, flat planes coming off it every few feet in horizontal vanes. The ramp led into darkness, a wide door at the base.

      “What now?” I asked.

      Cord pointed to the door. “We go down, then up. It’s a lot like sex that way.”

      “Who’s ever gone up?” I asked as we walked down the ramp.

      “Oh, you can go up. You just need some straps and a sturdy chain.”

      I looked at Lux. She nodded.

      “Gret’s balls,” I muttered.

      I loosened my knives in their sheathes as we reached the door. Constructed of one piece of solid wood, carvings cavorted across its surface. After inspecting one or two that depicted scenes involving an ostrich and a man in a frock, I decided to find somewhere else to look. Cord stepped up, peering closely at the carvings. He motioned Lux over. She did the same, and they spoke in soft tones for a moment before he backed away. Rek unlimbered the axe from his back, and I drew my knives. Lux reached out, grabbing an enormous pair of carved breasts on something that looked like a lizard with comically short arms, and twisted. I winced, but it seemed to work. Something behind the door creaked and rumbled to life, and it slid to the side.

      Beyond, darkness. I looked in.

      “After you,” Cord said.

      I looked at Rek. “What about him?”

      “Ladies first,” Cord said.

      “Since when?”

      “Ladies always come first,” he smirked.

      “You’re disgusting.”

      “I think you mean charming.”

      “No, she means disgusting,” Rek said, pushing past me.

      “No one appreciates my wit,” Cord said.

      “You’d have to have some for us to appreciate it,” Lux said, also pushing past.

      I grinned at him and followed, leaving Cord to stand at the entrance.

      “I’m lovable!” Cord called after us. “Guys?”

      When we didn’t answer, he let a gruff harrumph, and followed.

      The interior of the tower was only dim for a short distance, a stretch of passage rendered dusty and moldy by the passing of years. I paused as something occurred to me.

      “Where’s your slipweed?” I asked Cord.

      I heard the rustle of fabric as he shrugged. “Where are your cigars?”

      I thought about it. Not only hadn’t I smoked since coming to Vignon, I hadn’t even had a good drunk on.  Something was off about this city.

      “Well, that’s fucky,” I said.

      “Fucky is as fucky does,” he said.

      Before I had time to ask him just what in Camor’s slick nipples that meant, we moved from the passage into a wide room, stacked floor to ceiling with bookshelves. Leather spines and stacked scrolls peeked from the shelves, the room smelling of old parchment and dust. A desk in the shape of a half-moon stood before us, a desiccated corpse dressed in a simple blouse with a string of faux pearls around her neck. From the looks of her, she’d been old even when she died.

      “Ah, shit,” Cord said.

      “What?”

      “I’d forgotten about this place.”

      “The Library of the Dead,” Lux said, eyes wide. “I thought it was a myth. The sisters of Our Lady of Perpetual Weeping and Moaning kept it for a millennium. Story was it had burned to the ground.”

      I started at the name of the holy order of nuns that had taken me in as a child.

      “If only,” Cord said. “I had to come here once on expedition from Vignon.”

      “If only we had more time…” Lux said.

      “Ugh,” Cord said. “Just… be quiet. The stairs are at the back.”

      Rek backed up a little, craning his neck to see the top of the shelves, and tipped a small vase. It smashed to the floor with a noise like a boulder smashing into a castle, the sound echoing across the room.

      “Shit,” the big man said.

      The corpse at the desk lurched to life, coughing up a cloud of dust. Lidless eyes glared at us. “SHH,” it said.

      Rustling came from the stacks, and Cord looked around.

      “Way to go, you moose,” he said, the whisper gone from his voice.

      “SHH!” the undead librarian repeated.

      Mist flowed from between the stacks, a low fog that dampened the tattered carpet and sound. The rustling increased in intensity, and from between the shelves, the undead emerged. Still dressed in their habits, they now wore thick leather-bound books as armor, the covers overlapping like plate, spines bent and cracked with age and contortion. Each wielded a long ruler with a metal edge that gleamed wicked sharp in the library’s dim light. Long decayed and skeletal faces peered from the depths of their cowls, their eyes and tongues still wet with the mockery of life.

      They organized into ranks, and marched toward us, rulers raised. Rek shrugged his shoulders and rolled his neck, taking a few practice swings with the axe, the blade whickering through the air.

      Then they were upon us. I pushed Cord behind us while Rek and I went to work, blades flashing. For his part, the axe sundered brittle bone and leather easily enough, and soon he had cleared a circle around himself.

      My knives flashed out again and again, but the old bitches were surprisingly quick, and more than once they scored a line of hot pain across an arm, or my cheek. I’d slammed a blade into the eye of one plump nun, her jaw working as though attempting to admonish me.

      Gore oozed from the socket, and I stepped back as she fell, but not quick enough, and another scored a hit on my stomach. I felt the leather of my jerkin part, then the skin of my stomach, and stumbled back in a panic as more came on, sensing a wounded opponent.

      I threw up my arms as they gathered in, hacking at me. They ripped strips of flesh from my forearms, blood spattering my face and chest. I cried out in pain and dropped my blades as I curled up, more blows raining on my ribs and legs.

      Agony crawled its way into my body, and I fought against the screams that wanted to come. Fear of failure. Fear of death. I refused to voice them. To do so meant I’d given fear the space it wanted, and I would not give it an inch. To do so would only give it space to root and grow in.

      Then, a bright flash, and heat like I’d stepped into a sauna. The crowd was gone , the smoking ruins of the undead roasted where they stood. Curls of steam rolled from scorched hoods as the armor collapsed.

      I looked up at Lux, who wore a wry grin, sweat standing on her forehead. Her palms glowed as though they were brass thrust into a forge, and her eyes bore a fevered look. She snapped her head to the side as Rek growled in frustration, another group of the hellish nuns threatening to overrun him. She raised a hand and they burst into incandescent light, armor suddenly empty, energy streaming from them to her.

      They collapsed, and I did the same, Cord rushing to my side and hastily taking stock of my wounds and bandaging the worst of them with strips of cloth from his pack.

      “Ah, fuck,” Rek said.

      Cord helped me up, and we stared at the far end of the room. A nun, larger than the others and wearing a horned helmet styled from the covers of books, approached. She held a massive warhammer in her fists, also fashioned from books. With a growl, she smashed aside a row of desks meant for study and opened her arms wide in challenge to Rek.

      “Really?” he asked.

      He looked to me, shook his head, then Lux. She shrugged. He sighed and met the big nun—the Arch Nun—on the open floor. The first flurries of massive weapons and bodies was hard to follow, each moving with a grace that belied their size.

      They feinted and parried, each landing a blow that would have severed or crushed one of us easily, but only an annoyance for the other. It was clear however, that Rek was beginning to fatigue, and the Arch Nun was not. The undead don’t tire, after all.

      “She’s a nun, right?” I asked Cord.

      “Yeah…”

      I thought of what I knew of nuns. I thought of their weaknesses. An idea came to me.

      “Rek!” I shouted. “Take off your pants!”

      He ducked a swing of the massive hammer and shot me a wide-eyed look. “How much fuckin’ blood did you lose? You’re starting to sound like that idiot!”

      “Trust me! She’s gonna kick your ass otherwise!”

      As if to prove my point, the massive hammer smashed into his ribs, sending him sliding back and doubling him over. The axe dropped from his hands, and he grunted in pain. The nun advanced.

      “Pants! Now!” I shouted.

      Rek growled in annoyance and ripped his trousers off. Now, we only saw his massive ass. But whatever the Arch Nun saw stopped her in her tracks. The hammer fell from her hands, and one came up to point at his nethers. A high keening wail went up. Rek picked up his axe and beheaded the horrific nun mid-wail, then collected his pants with as much dignity as possible, and redressed.

      He turned to us, eyeing each of us in turn.

      “This never happened. We never tell this story.”

      “Agreed,” I said.

      “Agreed,” Lux said.

      Cord just chuckled and helped me to my feet. I stumbled as I rose, and Cord put a steadying hand on my arm, Lux hurrying over. I ached, and my head swam from blood loss. Part of me was cold, and I knew that to be a bad sign. She looked my wounds over with a concerned eye, poked the deeper ones with tender fingers. The gash on my stomach, she leaned down and smelled.

      “It didn’t split an organ, at least,” she said.

      Her hands still glowing, she laid them on my shoulders. Warmth flowed from them, suffusing my body, and I watched in amazement as the wounds closed. A furious itching followed, replaced shortly after with more warmth, leaving only scars in the end. I probed the long twist of tissue on my stomach, and her fingers met mine, tracing the former wound.

      “Good?” she asked, nose crinkling in a little smile.

      “Yeah,” I returned it, and retrieved my blades. “Thank you.”

      She laid a hand on my cheek, then leaned in and pressed soft lips against my own. Fire lit in my belly for a moment, and I returned the kiss. Cord cleared his throat, and the moment faded.

      “Dungeon of endless danger, remember?” he said. “Harrower network? Dead goddesses’ bones?”

      “For the love of fuck,” I breathed. “You could kill a god’s erection.”

      “And I have1,” he grinned.

      “Cockblocker Cord,” Lux muttered.

      “Thief of Erections,” Rek supplied.

      “Hurtful. I have never stolen an erection. Just hidden it,” Cord said as we passed from the library into the stairwell beyond.

      “I think I just puked a little,” Lux said.

      The stairs split up and down. Cord led us down, into a cellar wide and dank and smelling of lichen and rot.

      “Is it the smell?” he asked.

      “I think it was the thought of you squirreling penises away,” I said.

      “He does like nuts,” Rek said.

      “I really hope something kills me soon,” Cord said as he peered around the corner.

      He jerked, wish granted as his body slumped to the ground, a long quill protruding from his eye. I leaned down and plucked it free, then tugged his body back into cover. He resurrected a moment later with a harsh cough, eye reforming, inflating and filling in. He rubbed it with a grimace.

      “Yeah, it’s here,” he said.

      “Does this seem a little easy to anyone else?” I asked.

      Cord eyed me as he got to his feet. “Sorry, I just died. Easy, how?”

      “You know, waltz in, kill the monster, waltz out. Why are we killing this thing, anyway?”

      He peeked around the corner again, slumping once more as another spine split his skull. Once again, I dragged him back and yanked it out. When he came to, he spat a curse, and hopped to his feet.

      “’Easy’, she says. Fuck.”

      “Ahem, the question?”

      “Oh. It’s the center of their little web network. If we kill it, all those addicts get agitated. If they’re agitated, it makes our job easier.”

      “What job is that?”

      He turned to me, a look on his face that said he was surprised I hadn’t figured it out yet.

      “We’re going to rob them blind, then burn the whole thing down,” he said.

      “Like Midian?” I asked.

      He paused, halfway between turning to look again. “No, not like Midian. The Gentians deserve the whole thing. Fire, pain, death. We’re going to give it to them. There are things you don’t do in life. You don’t torture people who make mistakes. You don’t punish people for doing what’s right. You don’t own other people. There’s a social contract in place, whether people realize it or not, whether they care or not. It’s the idea that you care for one another. That you take care of the lesser of you. It’s what makes civilization work. But people like this, they’ve forgotten. Those things I mentioned, that you don’t do? They’ve broken those tenets, so we’re going to remind them.

      “So, we’re gonna kill this thing, we’re gonna get Fela’s bones, and by then, the whole city should be on edge. All we need is one match.”

      “The party,” Rek said.

      Cord nodded. “Once we’ve got the keys, we take out an ad for free money, so to speak, break the coffer, and let chaos run.”

      “What about the Triad?” Lux asked.

      “Well, them… them we gut like fish. But that’s then. This is now.” He clapped his hands together and rubbed them. “Here’s the plan. I’m gonna die again. While it’s killing me, you three need to run in there and burn it down. But hey—don’t leave me dead for too long. It’s not fun over there.”

      He and Lux shared a look, and I nodded in understanding. With a shout, he leapt around the corner. Quills zipped through the air in an instant, impaling him with the force of a crossbow bolt. Rek and I charged around the corner, roaring a battle challenge, though mine died in my throat.

      The thing in the center of the room was a mottled mass of gray and green, feelers and tentacles covering every surface. They snaked across walls and ceiling, disappearing through the stone and running, presumably, to Vignon. Mouths covered the mass, opening and closing in spasmic motion. Thick ribbed tubes led to each mouth, carrying a steady stream of cut and mutilated flesh. The smell was like that of an abattoir, and I nearly gagged.

      In the meantime, a steady stream of quills was piercing Cord.

      “Just!”

      Dead.

      “Fucking!”

      Dead.

      “Kill it!”

      It finally sensed our presence, and pores opened on the amorphous mass, spraying spines like a deadly shower, and I ducked. Rek simply grunted as they bounced off his hard leather cuirass, and set to work, chopping at the tentacles. I joined in, slicing into the thing. It wailed and screamed in pain, but once at work, I entered a rhythmic motion, blades hacking up and down.

      Something in the center belched, and a stalk thick as a tree extended. It opened like an eye, revealing rows of teeth, and a tongue covered with rubbery suckers. It lashed out, the tongue wrapping around Rek’s arm, pulling him in. He dropped his axe and started punching the stalk, the sound of his fist striking its flesh like a ham pounding a ham.

      To no end though, and it sucked his forearm to its teeth, the rows gnashing like a thresher. In moments, his bracer was shredded, blood flowing from a myriad of wounds beneath. He grunted in pain and set his feet, yanking the stalk back.

      “Get it!” he said.

      His face was red as a brick as he fought, and I dove in, blades cleaving through the stalk. It squealed and separated, green ichor spraying in a thick fountain, covering Rek.

      “Bleh!” he said, stumbling back.

      More feelers came at us, and I continued to cut. My arms and shoulders were burning, and I wasn’t sure how much longer I could keep it up. Another cluster of feelers came at me, and I moved too slow. They hammered into my head and I went down as several wrapped around my legs, pulling me toward another mouth that had opened in the center.

      “Hey, uh, anyone?” I said. “If someone’s going to save me, now would be a great time. I swear to the gods, if I end up all Ned Stark I’m gonna kick someone’s ass.”

      The ends of the feelers burst into flame, withering away from my skin. Thank the gods for Lux. Another burst set the beast to squealing, and I picked up my knives, wading back in.

      Soon, nearly all its feelers lay in heaps of glistening snot, and with a mighty heave, Rek slammed his recovered axe into the center of the thing. It squealed one last time, and with a burbling gurgle, ceased to pulse with life.

      Cord and Lux joined us, looking down at the thing.

      “Gret’s balls, these are gross,” he said. “Also, who the hell is Ned Stark?”

      “Character in a book. Got in a little over his head.”

      “Was that a pun?”

      “No, they literally cut his head off.”

      “Spoilers, Nenn.”

      “Oh, you were gonna read it?”

      “No. But I hate knowing the end.”

      “Fair.”

      We left the chamber, climbing back to the library. We paused on the landing. My arms ached from working the knives so much, and I leaned against a wall for a moment.

      “What’s the rest of this place like?” I asked.

      “Quiet,” Cord said. “We’ve seen the worst of it. They couldn’t defile her tomb, let alone get close.”

      I nodded and slipped the blades back into their sheathes. We climbed the stairs. Even Rek looked tired. The stairs spiraled up and up, funereal frescoes carved into the walls, skeletons cavorting with wispy spirits, hand in hand with hale men and women. Lurking in the background in each, a fine-boned woman bearing a scythe, a raven on her shoulder.

      “This is fine,” I said.

      “Sure, fine,” Rek grunted. “Doesn’t smack of fetishism at all.”

      We crested the stairs, coming out at the peak of the tower. The room we entered was tall, columns reaching to the ceiling, carved with more of the death and life motif. I looked up, the dome of the tower painted in an approximation of the night sky, the stars forming a constellation I’d not seen before, that of a snake devouring its own tail.

      “Ouroboros,” Cord said beside me. “Death from life from death.”

      In the center of the room, the same constellation had been painted in lifelike imagery, that of a pale white snake, thin tail caught between its own fangs. In the center of that, a box stood on a pedestal. I stepped hesitantly toward it. Even here, a power emanated that I could not place, and I was wary.

      “Go ahead,” Cord said gently from behind me.

      I stepped to the box and opened it. Fela was smaller than I’d expected. Fine-boned from the looks of her, of a height with Cord. The air thrummed with the magic of a god, and I wondered how safe it could be here. I reached a hand down, almost involuntarily, and touched the bones of her arm.

      “Fear not,” a voice said in my head.

      I jerked my hand away and spun. Lux was there, her face close. She brushed the hair from my eyes, and let her hand linger on my cheek. Something in my stomach clenched, but it was too late. Eight inches of steel entered my guts, and I gasped. It was cold, like ice spearing me. And then it was hot, a blazing agony of fire as she pulled the knife out. I blinked at Lux, not comprehending. A lot of things in my life had hurt up to that point, but the blade in my stomach paled compared to the betrayal. She lowered me gently to the ground, and I felt my life spilling out. Cord knelt beside me, and I reached for my knives.

      “Shh. Shh. It’s not a betrayal, Nenn. It’s necessary. Find Fela. Bring her back.”

      I opened my mouth to reply, but I found I had no strength left to argue. Instead, I etched out a word on the floor with bloody fingers. Cord looked down, and smirked.

      “Yeah, I know.”

      And then the light went out of the world.
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            Fantucci’s Undead Wonderland

          

        

      

    

    
      The soft nuzzle of a warm nose pulled me from the death-induced blackout. I opened my eyes—something I didn’t think I’d do again—and blinked. A small gray chipmunk sat in front of me, too-large eyes staring into mine. It chittered and nudged my head with its own. I muttered something unintelligible and managed a sitting position. My hands went to my stomach, where the blade Lux had used to kill me had entered. My shirt was untorn, and I pulled it up. The skin of my stomach bore only a small red mark. The chipmunk chittered again, and I frowned at it.

      Lux had stabbed me. Cord had let her. The unbelievable cocksuckers. I had half a mind to find my way out of this place and fuck them both with the arm of a trebuchet. I cast about, looking for a portal, for some way back. Instead, I saw forest—pine and maple, oak and birch—and a well-worn path leading somewhere else. Sunlight streamed between the leaves, the forest floor clean and tidy, as though someone had swept it. I looked back at the chipmunk, who put his furry hands on his hips and chittered.

      “Fuckin’ weird…” I said to myself and stood.

      A bird lit on a nearby branch, bright blue with a white breast. Its beak was the yellow of an artist’s pigment. It chirped a pleasant song. Another landed, and joined in. And another. Rustling from nearby caught my attention, and I turned to the undergrowth, where another chipmunk, a squirrel, and a fat rabbit emerged. I stood there and reached for my blades. Some small part of me relaxed when my palms pressed against the comforting steel of their hilts. Whatever happened when you died, your belongings made the transition.

      “Now, if I were two unstable people with an agenda, why would I stab me?” I asked myself.

      “Because, Nenn,” I answered in the closest approximation to a Cord voice I could, “if you take the a’s from the word agenda, you’ve got an asshole at both ends. Wonka honka de doo!”

      I looked around the clearing, the animals staring at me.

      “What?” I said.

      They chirped and squeaked and chittered.

      “Yeah, fine. It doesn’t make sense. But then, only half of his ‘wit’ does. Besides, he is an asshole.

      I paced around a little more. “Hm. Why am I dead. Whyyyy am I dead?”

      The chipmunks had begun to move, circling behind me. I didn’t blame them. I was talking to myself in a clearing full of sentient chipmunks. The memory of Fela’s bones crept into my head, flashing itself into my brain like a man wearing only a long coat and socks. Right. I was supposed to find the dead goddess of death.

      “That’s redundant, right? Dead goddess of death? How does death die?”

      The birds fluttered from their perches on the tree branches and lit on my shoulders, flapping furiously, the rodents pushing at my heels. I shrugged them off, sending small furred and feathered bodies scattering across the clearing. I rounded on them.

      “Hey! No touching!”

      The chipmunks gained their feet first, scrabbling forward to throw themselves at my ankles, little shoulders pressed into my heels. I looked down and blinked.

      “You want me to go that way?”

      I pointed down the path. They ceased their attack and looked up at me, nodding. A bird landed on my shoulder, cheeping pleasantly, and I absently smacked it away. It spiraled into a bole with a shrill tweet.

      “No. Touching.”

      I gathered the remainder of my wits and started down the path, the animals trailing me warily. Aside from my diminutive companions, the forest was quiet. The path forward was clear, and though it was obvious the animals herded me somewhere, I felt no immediate danger. Cord always said that you’d know if it was coming—your gut knotted, or the small hairs on your neck and arm stand up. At the thought of the short bastard, anger flared up again. I stuffed it down and continued onward, thinking stabby thoughts.

      The path opened into another clearing, this one odder than the last. A single chair stood on the forest floor, before a makeshift wooden stage. Red curtain obscured the back, and the forest creatures hopped, climbed, and flew to it. I sat in the chair, as it seemed I had no other choice. I couldn’t imagine the damage six small creatures could do to someone already dead, but as this was the body I came with, I decided I’d rather not find out. As they reached the fabric, the animals grasped it in beak and talon, paw and tooth, and pulled, leaving a gap. For a moment, nothing happened. Then a man, soft in the middle, balding, wearing ragged clothes once colorful but now faded, limped out. He looked at me, squinting, then behind him.

      “Do I gotta? There’s just the one,” he said.

      A muffled voice came from backstage, sounding agitated.

      “I dunno. She looks kind of pissed.”

      That was true. Again, the voice, emphatic.

      “Fine. But if she loses her shit like the last one, I’m done,” and before the voice could reply, “No! I liked my penis! It still doesn’t work right. You can’t just sew something on after its been ripped off and expect the same results!”

      The voice one more time, soothing.

      “Fine. Fine.”

      The animals dropped the curtain, and the man cleared his throat. I waited. Suddenly, he broke into an awkward soft-shoe, leather soles of his boots scuffling against the boards. All I could imagine was the terrible jostling the traumatized member must be suffering, and sympathy made me wish his employer would allow him to end the dance soon.

      As if on cue, the shuffling ceased. He ended with a hop and a jump, arms outstretched, hands open. He opened his mouth, and sang:

      I see what's happening here

      You've recently kicked it and it's strange

      You don't even know how you feel, it's adorable

      Well, it's nice to see that humans never change

      Open your eyes, let's begin

      Yes, you're really dead, don't try to breathe

      I know it's a lot: your body lying in the ground full of rot

      When you used to be so fuckin' hot

      What can I say except "you're dead"?

      Like a skunk or a trunk full of eels

      Hey, it's okay, it's okay, you're dead

      Your brains are rotting in your head

      Now it's time to start the show

      Hey, it's your day to say I died

      'Cause you used to be someone who could do more than lie

      I'm ending the song and you're dead

      You're dead

      He ended with another hop and a jump. A second thump followed the first, and something pink and soft hit the stage and rolled off into the grass. A squirrel scampered after it, returning with the flaccid member in its paws. It offered it up to the man, who clutched it to his chest and limped offstage. I looked around. The clearing was still empty. I wondered what kind of fucked-up afterlife this was.

      The sound of heels on the stage drew my attention, and I looked back. A man, stocky and wide, short of stature with a pug nose and a beetled brow pushed his way past the curtain, and I wondered if this was the hapless bard’s boss. I shifted in impatience and ignored the voice in my head that told me it was rude to interrupt a stage show.

      “Hi. Uh, who the fuck are you?”

      He regarded me with a beady eye and folded his hands together as if in supplication.

      “I apologize for this intrusion, miss, but it behooves you to know the former management is no longer available. As such, welcome to Fanucci’s Afterlife. You’ll find all manner of vice and virtue here, provided you pay the appropriate fees and mind yourself.”

      “Fees?” I asked.

      “Ah yes. It is regrettable, but as a consequence of running such a large and diverse operation, we’ve found it necessary to charge a nominal fee to the departed. In part, to defray our costs here. In part to assure your safety.”

      “Ah fuck,” I breathed to myself.

      I knew a protection racket when I saw one. I just wondered how the gangs had infiltrated and then taken over the afterlife.

      “Now, assuming you weren’t buried with your fee,” the man continued, “it will be waived for a period of seven days.”

      “And what happens if I don’t pay?” I asked. I already knew, but I wanted him to say it.

      The gangster had the good grace to look sad. “In that case, you will be relocated, so to speak. We cannot tolerate non-contributing members of society here. Surely you understand.”

      I nodded. My first instinct was to gut the man like a fish. But I knew better. There were likely more hidden in the trees around us, or behind the stage. Who knew what happened when you died a second time? I took a breath to steady myself and eased my hands away from my blades.

      “I’ll need the week, then,” I said.

      He nodded. “All is well. In the meantime, welcome to the Celestial City.”

      He stepped aside, and the curtain opened, revealing a street packed with people on a cobblestone road. To each side, squat buildings topped with bright signs advertised games of chance, naked men, naked women, and short-stay hotels. I stood, and without a look back, stepped onto the street.

      The crowd jostled and shoved, some funneling into the pleasure houses, others heading into hostelries for other types of recreation. On every corner, a busker stood, dancing or juggling or performing simple magic for crowds that had gathered around. Various receptacles lay on the ground near them, filled with coins and paper. Giant signs for entertainment rose above the rooftops, renderings of men and women in lascivious poses grinned at the artist, buttocks exposed.

      A man, disheveled and looking harried, wandered into the square. A group of what I guessed to be guards entered from an adjoining street, cutting him off. He dropped to his knees, pleading.

      “Come on, you gotta give me a few more days! Fantucci knows I’m good for it!”

      “You haven’t been good for it for a while now, Lem. Time’s up.”

      The guard drew a silver rod from his cuirass and rapped the man on the head. He deliquesced in seconds, a lone howl escaping as he became a puddle. The guards moved on.

      A voice from a nearby alley caught my attention.

      “Psst. Nenn.”

      I looked, wondering who could know my name in this place that I hadn’t killed. It was a young man with curled hair, an aquiline nose, and green eyes. He waved me over.

      “Good,” he said. “You made it.”

      “Who are you?” I asked, a step back, hands on pommels.

      Their image shimmered, from man to woman, and back, and then something in-between.

      “Camor?” I asked, my voice rising.

      “Shh. For the love of Fela’s labia, shh.”

      I looked around. The crowd hadn’t noticed, and I snuck into the alley alongside them. They’d changed their appearance back to the young man.

      “What the fuck’s going on here?” I asked. “When did the gangs take over the Deadlands? What happened to that guy?

      “Few years back. This part of them, anyway. Just after Fela was killed. The Cult is the only thing keeping them from an iron grip at this point. They melted him.”

      “Killed? The Cult? Melted?” I felt lost already.

      They wrapped a gentle hand around my upper arm and steered me deeper into the alley, talking as we walked. Every now and then, Camor shot a glance over their shoulder.

      “Oros had Fela killed a few years back. An assassin named Yenn.”

      “You can kill a god?”

      Camor shrugged. “Of course. You just have to be very good. And Yenn is one of the best.”

      “And the Cult?” I prompted. I pushed the thought of a god-killing assassin out of my mind for now.

      “The Cult of Oros. They’re keeping her soul trapped. No idea how, or what they’re up to. But Oros is making his move. That’s why Cord sent you here.”

      “Why didn’t he just come himself? Or Lux?”

      Camor paused, head down. “As for the melting, it’s second death. Or one of them. You’re just kind of… gone after that. To your other question, this way is barred to both of your friends. Cord can no longer remain in the Deadlands, and Lux is trapped in a purgatory of sorts. It’s a long story.

      They made to move again, and I planted my feet. “Then give me the short version. I’m tired of being in the dark.”

      Camor shook their head. “I don’t think you want to know.”

      “Oh, but I do,” I said, and started toward the mouth of the alley.

      I’d made it halfway there before I heard Camor sigh, and the patter of running feet. They took my arm again.

      “Fine,” they hissed. “I see your time with Cord has fostered a spark of bullheadedness I only expected from him.”

      We rounded a corner, deeper into the necropolis. The alleys grew darker, danker. Black ropes of something sticky and corrupt stretched across the alley cobbles, climbed the brick walls.

      “Now listen, and do not freak out,” Camor said.

      I sniffed. “I don’t freak out.”

      “You might.”

      “I will not.”

      “Fine,” Camor sighed. “You know the story of how Lux failed in her trials, died, and somehow came back?”

      I nodded.

      “Well, while she was here, the first time, she struck up a relationship with Fela. And then a bargain. She could go back, if she watched over you.”

      “Oh, Lux and the goddess of death were an item? Isn’t Fela also Cord’s ex? Wait. Watched over me?”

      “Yes, and yes,” Camor said.

      “What about the last part? Why watch over me?”

      Camor winced. “This is the part you freak out at.”

      “Would you just,” I said.

      “You’re her daughter,” Camor said.

      I laughed. “Sure. I’m death’s daughter. Who’s my dad?”

      I stopped in my tracks. My brain refused to think of anything as the implication hit it.

      “Cord…” I managed to croak out.

      “Told you so,” Camor said.

      I walked over to a wall and slid down it. I banged the back of my head gently against the bricks.

      “No. No. No. No,” I said.

      Camor sighed. “Should I just leave you—”

      I held up a hand to forestall them. I stared toward what passed for a sky in the Deadlands. I banged my head until it ached gently at the back.

      “Fuck,” I said finally.

      I looked over at Camor, waiting patiently, and got to my feet.

      “You know I’m going to stab him when I get back.”

      “Perfectly understandable.”

      We walked a bit longer in silence, taking twists and turns through the labyrinthine alleys of the city, deeper and deeper into the den of iniquity. I glanced up, to where the billboards still loomed in the skyline.

      “What the hell are those?” I asked, pointing to a rendering of a young woman with olive skin and perfect eyebrows flashing her rear.

      “It’s the price of fame. If you want to get famous in Fanucci’s afterlife, you’ve gotta let someone fuck you in the ass. Then you wear it like a badge of honor.”

      “That’s…”

      “Nothing comes without a price.”

      “Yeah, but that’s an out door.”

      Camor shrugged. “For some people, it’s a sewage plant.. For others, an amusement park.”

      I rubbed my eyes. “Where are we going?”

      “If you’re gonna break Fela out, you’ll need help. I know just the guy.”

      They led us to another alley that finally opened on a street. A group of men, wide and heavily muscled passed the mouth, and they pushed me back around the corner until they’d passed.

      “What the fuck?” I asked, not used to being manhandled, and not sure I liked it.

      “Fanucci’s men. They’re looking for shirkers.”

      “I’ve got a week.”

      They shook their head. “They’ll tell you that, but if they find you before, you end up on one of those billboards.”

      I made a gagging sound in my throat. They led us to a metal door just short of the alley entrance and knocked. A voice responded.

      “Enter!”

      Camor opened the door, leading us into a wide room lit with a single floating globe. A massive figure sat in a chair opposite the door. It stood, and the light caught it, making my breath catch.

      Well over six feet, the body was a mottled mass of scar and tough hide. A brain floated behind a glass window in its abdomen1. It turned its incongruously handsome face to me and grinned.

      “Nenn!” it said.

      “Tug?” I asked. “What in Camor’s puckered asshole happened to you?”

      If the god noticed the epithet, they gave no indication.

      Tug shrugged. “They found me wandering the Deadlands. Stuck me on this body. Right as rain.”

      “I couldn’t be happier.” Elvis’ voice echoed from the abdomen.

      Tug’s eyes widened. “Shut up stomach ghost! Ain’t no one asked you!”

      I looked to Camor. They gave me a shrug.

      “Hasn’t been quite right since the procedure.”

      Tug sat back down, the chair protesting under his weight. “How can the ol’ Tugmeister help you? Need a little ‘mancin’ done? Maybe want me to lift somethin’?”

      “He’s insufferable with that,” Elvis said.

      “Gods damned stomach ghost,” Tug said. “I thought I was getting an exorcism,” he complained to Camor.

      The god sighed. “Look, it’s a brain. In your stomach. Not that it’s doing you any good. No, really. Look.”

      Tug bent forward, peering at his stomach. He let a high-pitched shriek and collapsed.

      “Shit,” Camor said.

      “What? What happened?” I asked.

      “Scared himself unconscious. It happens. He once saw an iguana and ran to the other end of the city. It’s really far, in case you didn’t know.”

      “So…” I said.

      Camor held up a finger for a three count. Tug woke suddenly, gasping.

      “Holy shit!” he yelled. “I dreamt there was a ghost in my stomach.”

      Camor gave me a long-suffering look. “Tug, I need a favor from you.”

      “Yeah? I can still ‘mance with the best of them,” he said.

      I stepped forward. “I need to free Fela.”

      Tug frowned, as if searching what passed for his brain these days.

      “The goddess of death,” Elvis sighed.

      Tug pretended he hadn’t heard. “The goddess of death?” he asked me.

      “That’s the one,” I said.

      He considered once more. “Is this a Cord idea?”

      “Would I be standing here if he hadn’t had Lux stab me?”

      “Oooo, you must be pissed,” he said.

      I waved it away. “I’m always pissed. But yes, we’re going to have a conversation when I get back. You in?”

      He nodded. “Of course.”

      “Is there anything you need?”

      He shook his head. I looked at Camor.

      “How do we get to her?”

      “Center of town. There’s a tower there, though they keep her in the basement. You’ll have to get through guards, random patrols, and the Winter King. If you can do that, and figure out how to leave the Deadlands, you’re home free.”

      “What about you?” Elvis asked before I could.

      “I still have things to attend to here. If you free her, I’ll need to help with cleanup.”

      I nodded and looked to Tug. He stared into space, slack jawed. “Ready?”

      

      “Yeah,” he said, snapping out of his stupor. “Let’s go bust up these jerks.”

      “Thanks,” I told Camor on our way out. “If I end up sending Cord back this way, let him know he can come out when he’s sorry.”

      Camor smiled. “Of course.”

      We walked out the door, taking the alley into the streets. The city stretched out before us, the Winter King’s tower rising above it all. I loosed my blades in their sheathes and led the way.
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      Yenn felt it when the girl died. He sensed the passing of her spirit to the other side. He crested the rise of a small hill, the thought driven from his head by the scent of rot and ruin. Ahead, the pristine white walls and buildings of Jovan, named for the obscure god of the western nations. He approached, pausing long enough to run a hand over the etchings on the stone—the heart with a blade, and the snake devouring its own tail.

      Quiet lay over the village like a once-squealing child smothered by a careless elephant. Yenn cocked his head and peered down the main avenue. A cluster of flesh, disconnected, swarming, gathered around the chapel, bodies carried as if by ants to an enormous foot in the city square. As they reached it, each unraveled, forming the base of shin, the veins and muscle and bone of a leg. Oros, then.

      Yenn paused. He had little time to prostrate himself before the god, and less before the woman would likely return, Fela’s soul in hand. His only hope—the hope of the Seven—lay in standing with the Triad and snuffing the flame of rebellion before it began. He cracked his knuckles as the spires of the city appeared over the horizon and stretched his jaw. His lips ached, and he glanced into the city again.

      What would godsflesh taste of, he wondered? He took a step forward, then back again. His mouth watered, and he pivoted, sauntering into the city at an easy pace. A small smirk played across his lips. He reached the foot, perfect toes, perfect muscle and tendon and vein, flexing, pulsating. A strand of flesh rose to the sky, an attempt to form a leg, but it was pathetic and wasted, the skin pale and hanging. This was no way for a god to exist. This was not noble.

      He laid a rough palm on the flesh of the foot, stroked it. In another life, he might enjoy the depravity of the images in his mind. Instead, he listened for the voice of his god, but heard only a susurrus of madness. Cord had clearly broken the god, sent him into a rage. Fortunately for the Seven, Yenn was resilient. He patted the foot one more time, then leaned in and licked the tip of the massive big toe. It was salty and tried to recoil. Too late though, and Yenn’s jaws stretched wide, razor teeth already piercing the meat.

      Oros screamed in his head, and Yenn did his level best to soothe the god’s agony by thinking soft thoughts. But again, too late. The godsflesh had already begun to change him, and he felt Oros’ spirit quiver and flail as he devoured it bite by savory bite. By the time he’d finished the first toe, a nursery rhyme had sprung into his head.

      This little piggy went to market1…

      Yenn chuckled aloud and went to work.
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      We’d made our way past the party district of the city, finally entering what could be considered residential. I supposed even the dead needed somewhere to stop moving for a while. The streets had moved from simple grids to concentric rings, homes lined up like attentive supplicants, facing the center of the city, an open round, the circumference carved with a strange set of runes. Posts the height of a man stood from the stones, cracks at their base from the force with which they had been driven in. More of the black cables of corruption snaked between buildings, across cobbles, and up walls, in some cases thick as ivy. They crawled over the nearby circle like caressing fingers, another post at its center, something, or somethings hidden beneath their mass.

      The temperature steadily dropped as we approached the center of town, first revealing our breath in thick plumes, then coating the walls and tentacles in a rime of frost. This close to the circle, fat flakes of snow blew from the cloudless sky, skirling by in small wind devils. The cold skipped through my bones and numbed my fingers. I rubbed them furiously, breathing into my palms to keep them flexible. Tug watched me.

      “I knew a girl who did that with her fingers all the time.”

      “If you finish that sentence, I will feed you yours,” I said.

      He shrugged, and we peeked back around the corner.

      No guards patrolled this part of town, no people walked the streets. A sense of desolation and loss hung in the air, undercut with sorrow. Behind us, a group of Fantucci’s men lay in a heap, missing limbs, and in some cases, heads. They’d spotted us turning into the circles of the neighborhood, hoping to catch and enforce my yet-to-be-paid residence fee. I looked at the ruin. Camor hadn’t been kidding. Tug had become something else since his procedure. It was also comforting to know that the dead could bleed. Not as comforting was the question of where those spirits went when they died a second time.

      I ducked back into the alley, frowning. What would Cord do in this situation? Probably jump out, and then die. I didn’t have the luxury of everlasting life however, so I tried to think of the second-best plan. I looked at the corpses in the corner, and I swear to the gods, I heard the short bastard chuckle in my head. Fuck. I needed a vacation.

      “Tug,” I said.

      “Yeah,” he said.

      He pulled his head back into the alley.

      “How far can you throw someone?”

      He held his hands about a foot apart. I squinted at him.

      “How far is that?”

      “Long way.”

      “How did you ever pass the tests in Tremaire?”

      “He’s very smart in one area,” Elvis replied.

      Tug ignored the conversation. He’d found a stick on the ground and chewed it vigorously.

      “Like a savant?” I asked.

      “Yes. An idiot savant. Without the savant.”

      Tug was extremely angry with the stick. Normally, I’d let an idiot chew on a stick. In this case, it was distracting. I let an exasperated sigh and tired to pull it from his mouth. He held on for a moment with his teeth.

      “Give me the stick, Tug.”

      He growled in his chest.

      “The stick!”

      He let go, and I dropped the slimy piece of wood.

      “How the hell did you even find a stick in the Deadlands?”

      He shrugged, and I took a cleansing breath. Elvis cleared his throat—er, brain.

      “Why don’t you ‘mance the bodies, Tug?”

      Tug lit up. “Yeah. Yeah, that’s a good idea.”

      I held up a hand and smacked myself in the head. “Gret’s balls.”

      “What?” Elvis said.

      “What?” Tug repeated.

      “You’re a necromancer.”

      “Yeah, so?” Tug said.

      “I know you won’t remember this in five minutes, so I’m just gonna tell you. When I get back, I’m committing patricide. Now forget I told you that.”

      “Forget what?”

      “Fuck me sideways. Look, a necromancer in the Deadlands should pretty much be godlike, right?”

      “Oooh, I hadn’t thought of that,” Elvis said.

      “Not your fault. You’re a brain in a jar attached to a sentient penis.”

      “Hurtful, but true.”

      “Anyway—Tug, send one of those bodies out and let’s see what happens.”

      A look of concentration crossed Tug’s features, and the air grew dense for a moment. I held my breath, waiting for something to happen. A rustling from behind drew my attention, and I spun to see the bodies twitching and spasming. One by one they found their feet and shuffled toward the mouth of the alley in slow succession. We stepped aside, and they entered the round. Their slow plod crept over tendril and stone, nearing the center. When they finally reached it, I had Tug halt them.

      “Now what?” Elvis asked.

      “Have them try to yank that black shit off. Let’s see what we’re dealing with.”

      They attacked the black morass that had piled like diseased vine. Each tendril they ripped away caused a shrill cry to go up, and I kept a lookout as they worked, not willing to let someone or something sneak up on us. The last thing I needed this close to my goal was a clobbering.

      Elvis cleared his brain. “Ahem. You need to see this.”

      The tendrils had been half cleared, revealing a startling tableau. A woman, petite, dressed in a shimmering gown of gray, hands clutched around a blade in her heart. On the other end of the wide sword was a stocky man with the close-cropped hair and heavy armor of a career soldier. His arm extended from the hilt of the sword, and even in profile, the sneer on his face plain as day.

      “Who is that?” I asked.

      “The Winter King,” Elvis said.

      Tug’s zombies stood around, lax again. I had him release them, the corpses falling into boneless piles of gore and ruin once again. I took a breath, then a tentative step into the circle. Nothing came for me. Nothing moved. Emboldened, I approached the frozen combatants, or perhaps murderer and victim. Why did this man want death dead? What could he gain from it?

      I leaned in close, peered at his clothing. A simple locket hung from his wrist, worked into a charm. I reached out, and the world rippled and bled.
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        * * *

      

      Death waited patiently; a stone at the bottom of the sea, but the when did not matter to Os. Only the where. He stared out the window set above the kitchen basin, hands wrist-deep in water he'd drawn from the well and warmed in a kettle. The few dishes he owned soaked in the steaming water, forgotten for the moment. Beyond the window, a green field interweaved with white and yellow waved in a gentle breeze. Heads of baby's breath and wildflower nodded as if in agreement to the whisper of the wind. Beyond that, rolling hills, the river running to the sea, and cities, cities of wood and stone and now, silence.

      He looked down at the water, at his own reflection in broken circles rippling out with the movement of his hands. Craggy features, dark circles under the eyes, hair shorn close. He had never been a handsome man, not that it mattered. But he'd had a family, and that did. They were dead now, like everyone else. He looked down again, and pulled his hands from the water, shaking them off, then drying them on a nearby rag. He gave the plates beneath a scowl. He wasn't sure why he still did this. No one would visit. No one would peek in through a window and remark to their neighbor on Os' cleanliness.

      Os stared through the open window for a minute more. He listened to his own breathing in the silence. Most days were like that now. A preternatural stillness that cloaked the world like a blanket. On good days, the wind stirred the leaves and the rushes and lent a lifelike ripple around him. On bad, the quiet crept inside Os, like a wedge in a stump, splitting his skull open. He'd tried to fill the quiet, once. But he could only sing the same songs, talk to himself for so long before he felt it futile. Now, despite the silence, the idea of using his voice frightened him, as if the sound would do the inverse of his fear and split the outside world.

      He took one more deep breath, and with its exhale, made a decision. He turned from the open window and walked through the house, fingers lingering on objects as he passed. Luc's pitcher of dried wildflowers, the petals withered and sere. He smiled at the memory.

      "Why?" he'd asked.

      "The smells," Luc had replied.

      "What smells?"

      Luc gestured in vague circles that took in their home. "The smells. The onion and the sausage and the-" he pointed at Os' boots. "Those."

      Os held his hands up in a gesture of defeat. "Fine. Fine."

      The memory faded and Os looked down at the pitcher again. He remembered how they'd not kept the stink of rot from his doorstep and shook his head. He walked past, into the front room. El's toy, a carved lion, lay on its side on the floor. He knelt and picked it up.

      "She needs a toy," Luc had said.

      The child they'd taken in played on the floor, cooing gently. Os knelt beside her.

      "El."

      She looked up, smiling, and reached for his cheeks. He chuckled and lifted her, cradling her and rocking back and forth.

      "Seems she has a toy already," Os said.

      Luc fixed him with his no-budge stare. "A toy, Os. Or I will find her a cat."

      "A cat?" Os made a face.

      He straightened, leaving the toy on its side. It had only cost him a few pennies to commission, but El had delighted in it. He stared around the room, at the overstuffed couch, the end tables, the books and the blankets. Os walked to an alcove beside the front door and rummaged around for a minute. His fingers closed on a scabbard, withdrawing the long knife. His chest tightened for a moment, and then he tied it to his belt. He knew he wouldn't need it for but one purpose. He opened the door to the bright summer day and stepped out.
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        * * *

      

      The wind was clean, a small miracle Os found himself grateful for. In the early days after the Chant, bodies rotted in the sun, in their homes, in the fields. The Chant. Os found himself cursing the magi who had dreamed it up. An end to war. An end to strife. What they had forgotten in their working was that life needed to struggle, to fight against entropy, to survive. When they cast it, it broke that will, and men and women, bird and beast simply laid down, and stopped living.

      Some, like Os, survived. Either their will overpowered the magic, or they were one of the rare immune. But inevitably, the loneliness caught up to them, and they went the way of friends and family. Blade or poison or rope or the opening of veins, the method mattered not, only the result. Some banded together, survivors clinging to survivors like clotted blood. In the end though, they all fell. Memory and emotion were powerful drugs, and under their influence, even the strongest could break into a shambles.

      The path crunched beneath his boots, breaking the silence into mercifully small parcels. Glimpses of white flashed between the grasses, and Os turned his head, facing down the path. Had there still been birds, he imagined his passage would have disturbed their feast. Instead, bone and cloth bundles lay undisturbed in the long grasses of the fields, tools rusting in fallow soil. The glint of sun on steel drew his gaze, and he flicked a glance over to an abandoned plow, harness and leads drooping. The sight drew out the memory of Onder's pride in the tool.

      "Twice as many acres in half the time," Onder had said.

      "Yeah?" Os replied. "Anneia will be happy to hear that, I expect."

      Onder bobbed his head. He wiped a sheen of sweat from his forehead with a rag stained white at the edges with salt. "Aye, she's been wanting more time."

      Os thought of Luc and El with a twinge of guilt. His pension was plenty for them live on. It kept them fed, kept the roof over their head. Time spent with family was valuable coin, coin he had to spare in those days. He thought it would last, like coffers spilling over with gold. He'd had all he needed. At least, he'd thought. The memory faded, and Os glanced behind him. The roof of his cottage peeked from behind the crest of a hill. Orange tiles reflected the sun like a knife meant for his heart but striking his eyes. He blinked away the glare and the moisture that threatened to spill the cup of his eyelids, then hitched his belt and moved on.

      The cottage and the plow disappeared from view as Os made his way down the country road. The grasses grew taller, and by the time his path crossed that of the Imperium Way, they waved above his head like dying arms reaching for the memory of light. Summers past, they would never have been allowed to grow so unruly, the Imperium stoic in its pursuit if order, slow and implacable. The will of man over that of nature. Mow and tame. Mow and tame. He supposed in a way, the engineers would be pleased. Not even the buzz of gnat, cry of crow, or rustle of field mouse marred the summer day.

      Os wove his way between carts and wagons littering the road. Great skeletons still wore their harnesses, feet folded neatly beneath them, heads in restful repose. Drivers lay in the grass nearby, whips and crops and reins forgotten on wooden benches. He didn't stop to look inside, ignored the human tug of curiosity brought on by canvas covering and folded curtain. He knew he'd only see that which already haunted him across the years. The wreckage of stolen lives held as much interest for him as the taste of blood in his mouth. Coppery and slick, like a penny hidden under the tongue.

      The frame of a schoolhouse rose to his right, and unbidden, the image of El, sweeping from its doors as the bell in the steeple rang. Luc snapping her up in his long slender arms, spinning, their laughter filling the air. Her smile, bright as a summer tulip, blazed in Os' mind. His limbs trembled; his legs threatened to spill him to his knees. His vision doubled, and for a moment, he nearly let it happen. The thought of hard gravel digging into his skin, drawing blood, drawing perhaps shame or anger at his loss of control was welcome, if only briefly. He dashed the tears from his eyes with determined fingers, forced himself to move on. If he felt something other than the need to see an end to this, to meet his grief head on instead of at oblique angles, he might find himself in the grass and dirt instead.

      Os made good time as he pushed his feelings down again. Ahead, the path diverged. Forward and down, the city in the valley. A necropolis now, but once it teemed with life. Great bazaars flowed in the streets, living things of men and women, children shouting and running, streamers on sticks flying behind them as they wove between legs like foxes in a forest. Bright bunting and banners flying overhead, the stink of forge and tanner, smells of roast meat and vegetable and savory spice. Bread and sweetbreads baking, the aroma like the comfort of a warm blanket. Over it all, the press and swell and crush and scent of humanity, of bodies warm and joyous, sad and broken, bright flowers pushing their way between the cracked flagstones of the city.

      It was where Os had taken his commission, to fight for the glory of the empire, though if he was truthful, it was to put food in his mouth and clothes on his back. A first step on a long road paved with blood and bone and sweat. He'd lived by the blade, but with all things, steel remained strong through the slow march of years while flesh faded. He hung up his blade, took his pension. For a while, he was content alone in that cottage in the hills. For a time, the call of cricket and sparrow and the song of wind through the wheat was enough to calm the ceaseless crash of body and metal in his head, to the slow the impetus of horror thrust into his youth like a knife in the ribs.

      Then he'd heard Luc's laughter in a tavern, bright and silver, brown eyes dancing with mirth. Not long after, he'd heard El's, gold like her hair, heavy and rich, when Luc had coaxed her from an alley with a morsel of food and a coin danced across his knuckles. But even time tarnishes silver and gold, and only the memory of their bright shine remains.

      Os found himself on the left-hand path. Already he had climbed halfway as memory played through his head. For a time, he listened to the wind brush against the slope of the rock like an insistent lover. He imagined he heard whispered promises in the susurrus and shook his head to clear it. He'd heard the Chant described that way once, a whisper of a song, the tease of a memory of something better, brighter than this life of mud and misery. Briefly he wondered if he heard it now. Would he know? Did it matter?

      He crested the rise and stepped to the edge of the promontory of rock. Below, a still world. A lover holding its breath. A wave poised at its crest. He saw to the reaches of the land. Tall grasses of the plains, a sparkling rill of silver cutting through green and gold like a steel ribbon. The skeletons of airships furrowed the grass like beached whales, their magics stilled, their crew silent. Beyond that, the forest, the wolves silent, and beyond the forest, something between both until the land ran to the sea, a sliver of blue that snapped at the horizon like a hungry dog.

      Os used to bring them here, Luc standing fearlessly at the edge, El behind his legs, clutching at the fabric. The wind blew, tousling hair and clothing, and Os lifted El so she could spread her arms, pretend she was flying, eyes bright with fear and joy at the prospect of soaring into a great blue nothing like the ships that drifted above.

      An illusion. In the end, no one had flown. The Chant had taken them some time ago, leaving only bones in their place. Bones that had forgotten the trick of speech, the sound of laughter, forgotten the spell of flesh and warmth. Bones hold memories, but only for the living, Os thought.
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        * * *

      

      The round came back into focus, and I fell to my knees, tears threatening to spill from my eyes, the breath trying to rip itself from my lungs. This was no villain out to kill a god for his own nefarious purpose. No mastermind looking to break the world. Just someone who had lost everything, and in turn, had nothing left to lose. Truth was, the world was like that. Unfair. Unkind. Uncaring. All the goodwill in the universe couldn’t spin a wheel. And now, for the love of one man, for the breaking of the world—because that was ultimately Camor’s goal, wasn’t it? To break the status quo, to rebalance the scales? And I said all to the better. In a just world, if not a loving one, this sort of thing didn’t happen. So, for the end of all things, I killed the man one more time.

      My blades slipped into his spine, across his throat as easily as a razor parts paper. I took no joy in it. Blood belongs to blood, and the loss I felt here called to me as certainly as if we’d been kin. The cold of the circle kept his veins frozen, but he died the same. The light, frozen in a blue rage in his eyes, went out. His grip slackened. As he went, the tendrils withdrew, and I laid him on the ground. I stood, and pulled the blade from Fela’s breast, and laid it on his own, hands clasped over the hilt, and closed his eyes.

      I said a small benediction over the body. Warmth already returned to this part of the city, and as it did, Os’ blood flowed, running in rivulets and streams between the cobbles, soaking into the earth. I watched it, heart heavy, then stood.

      “A small mercy,” Fela said. “Not one I’m sure he deserved, but I was on the other end of that cold blade.”

      I turned and saw her, eyes the color of cobalt glass. She gave me a wan smile.

      “Ah, but maybe you saw something I did not. A memory, perhaps? A vision?”

      She reached out and touched my cheek, and I flinched back. She withdrew, hand coming back to her breast. The only indication of her wound was a rent in her gown. She regarded me again.

      “You’ve grown.”

      “That happens over a couple decades,” I said. “I’m also alive. Though I don’t know if it’s you I can thank for that one.”

      She shrugged and turned in a slow circle. A curse escaped her blue lips. “Fantucci.”

      I nodded. “It seems the lowlifes and creeps took over in your absence.”

      “Interesting wording, considering your father.”

      “I thought you’d appreciate it.”

      “You seem bitter.”

      “Only about the abandonment part.”

      She nodded. “Fair enough. I suppose there will be a reckoning. Later though, perhaps?”

      “Two conditions. One, you tell me why. Two—”

      “I come back to see Cord.”

      “Yep.”

      She groaned a little. “I love the man, but…”

      “Yeah, I know. But I think you owe me one.”

      She looked around again. “I think I’ll owe you two. I don’t think I can take on Fantucci alone. He couldn’t have done all of this without stealing something of mine.”

      “Figures.” I took a moment, deciding. Did I trust the woman who abandoned me? Who engineered my relationship with Lux? Who might have betrayed Cord? I didn’t know. But I wanted out of this wretched afterlife. I sighed. “Fine. Got any ideas?”

      “Oh, I have a plan,” she said.

      I groaned.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Mommy Issues

          

        

      

    

    
      Before we moved, she stopped our small procession, lips skewed up in a small grimace.

      “You,” she addressed Tug.

      “Me?”

      “You.”

      “M- “

      “Don’t,” I interrupted. “The man’s got all the faculties of a pickle.”

      She regarded the monstrosity he’d become, judgement pouring from her like mist from ice.

      “A necromancer. In my realm.”

      “He’s a friend,” I said.

      “He is… not welcome,” she said, tone still icy. She waved a hand, and Tug popped from existence, Elvis’ cry of surprise echoing and dwindling.

      My blades were out before I realized it, the tips of both pressed again the smooth flesh of her throat. She glanced down.

      “Relax, daughter. I only sent him and his pet back. They’ll better serve Cord than us.”

      I breathed out and lowered my knives.

      “You really are his child,” she sniffed, and took up her pace again.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked when I caught up.

      “Cord was always mercurial at best.”

      “You’re telling me,” I muttered.

      “Just an observation, anyway. Not a condemnation.”

      “Do you know what this is all about?” She asked.

      We passed a squat building with strange rhythmic music pumping out. Signs advertising naked men and women clung to the brick, and bright lights shone in tinted windows. One advertised ‘SMELLS! SMELLS! SMELLS!”, and another, “FEET! FLAT AND FAT AND LONG AND WIDE!”  Yet another, simply a slogan, “IT AIN’T WEIRD BEHIND A CLOSED DOOR!” I shook my head, and we continued.

      “Cord told me some. Oros has a group of disciples that call themselves the Seven, and they’re out to do something bad and vague.”

      She glanced at me with a quirked eyebrow. “Still keeping his secrets, eh? And you allow him that bullshit?”

      I shrugged. “It’s better than the alternative.”

      “Which is?”

      “Rotting in a gutter, doing the world no good.”

      “So, you’ve bought into his crusade.”

      “Gods, you’re a bit of a bitch, aren’t you?”

      She stopped and turned, blocking my path, hands on hips. “I am the bitch. I’m also your mother, so you should at least listen to me.”

      “Fine. But at least he’s been there for me,” I muttered.

      She ignored the barb, and we moved again.

      “Anyway, what he told is a fraction. It’s not wrong, but it’s not everything. Oros was the god of war. When he killed the Tvints, all those souls—they did something to him—broke him. He went mad. We imprisoned him so he couldn’t kill everything.”

      “Why not just kill him?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “Doesn’t work like that. Gods can’t kill each other. Even we have rules. So, we use champions and pawns. The Seven are just a small part of that. Oros’ followers are known as the Warbound. Souls that traded a part of themselves for power.”

      “The man I killed?”

      “Os. Not one of Oros’, but a man driven by his machinations.”

      “And Cord?”

      “Camor’s pawn. Chaos must meet chaos. But it has to be compassionate in this case, you understand?”

      “No. Not really.”

      “Oros wants misery. He wants chaos. He wants the end of all things, but right before that—despair. Broken souls to devour, to power his magic. He seeks to end everything, and finally sleep.”

      “So, he’s the ultimate nihilist?”

      “Yes, like Germans with a grudge against a rug.”

      “What?”

      “Never mind. Regardless, that’s why I let Cord live.”

      “Not for love?”

      “Dear, when you’re Death, love is always the reason.”

      “That makes no sense.”

      “It will in time.”

      We walked in silence a bit longer. A building of stucco and glass loomed in the near distance, bright light and music blaring. A line of supplicants waited at a velvet rope while a big man with a clipboard signed them in.

      “Why does he want to bring you to the other side?” I asked.

      “Ah. That’s the plan, isn’t it? No one can die if I’m there and not here. Imagine the chaos.”

      “Won’t that cause more suffering?”

      “Maybe. But Cord never really thought anything through beyond the tip of his own dick most of the time.”

      I snorted. Fela stopped us at a corner, and we lounged there, trying to look nonchalant. We watched the line at the building move forward, one admittance at time, others emptying into the street from the side door. This went on for some time, and I started to get the idea that inspecting my belly button would be a better use of my time when a commotion caught our attention.

      A group of Fantucci’s thugs pulled two black men from the line, dragging them into the street, kicking and screaming. They forced the abductees to their knees, binding hands behind their backs before a woman, tall and pale, wearing what looked like chain mail underwear, stepped forward.

      “What’s this?” I whispered to Fela.

      “Collections.”

      I watched as the woman lifted a small silver tube to her lips from a chain around her neck. The captors stepped back as she blew through it. No sound came out, or what there might have been was inaudible. In a moment, the sky over the men rippled and split, and like a fist thrust into a pool, something slick and grublike emerged, its sightless head weaving to and fro. Metal arms extruded from the sickly white skin, small wicked blades at the tips.

      It found its bearings, and with a motion quicker than the eye could follow, got to work. The arms moved at a blur, the blades flashing. In moments, the street glowed red with spattered gore, the men’s flesh removed with surgical precision. They hadn’t even had time to scream.

      Their bodies collapsed face-forward onto the cobbles, and the thing from above slithered back into the portal, the opening closing behind it like a trap spider pulling the door to its lair shut. The group of thugs dispersed, taking places once again along the sides of the street.

      “What happens when someone dies here?” I asked.

      “Second death? Oros devours them. More fuel for the fire.”

      “Is that why he’d sent Os to kill you?”

      Fela nodded. “Yes. But you can no more end Death with a blade than you can peel an apple with a whisper.”

      We fell into silence, watching the building for a while longer.

      “Why’d you leave me?” I hadn’t meant to ask it, but it dripped from my lips as if the words were impatient to be born.

      She shifted her gaze to the sky, sighed. “Do you think gods are built for motherhood1?”

      I blinked. I hadn’t considered it.

      “I am immortal. You, while you may someday find a gift in your blood, are not. I will live long past lovers and children and every great and small thing on the earth. Do you think I want that? To watch time and tide wear you down, to bring what was once vibrant back to me brittle and dry, sapped of the life I’d given?

      “And what does it mean when Death gives life? Is it true life? Is it mockery? Am I only breaking pieces of myself off to reclaim them later? What purpose does that serve?” She shook her head. “No. I do not need it. You did not need it.”

      I scowled and stared into the distance. “I needed a mother. What I got were chains and scars. What I got was a hole in my center where there should have been none.” I spat the last words, my own vehemence surprising me. Finished for now, I let the matter sit, though I seethed.

      We watched the line crawl for a time. I thought of missed nights round a hearth, of the quiet creak of a chair and hands soft with needlework instead of scarred and calloused with blade and tool. I thought of full stomachs over the nagging hunger you curled around in the dead of night and hoped would abate long enough for you to catch a few hours’ sleep. I thought of affection lost and never given. Just as I was about to turn and find my own way back, she broke the silence again.

      “I am sorry,” she said, and no more. That would have to do for now.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s the plan?” I finally asked. The sight of those bodies in the street wasn’t making me any more patient.

      “We’re going in.”

      “We?” I asked.

      “If you want to win your way back, we need to beat Fantucci.”

      She pushed off the building and led us to the line, walking as if we owned the place, head high, strut confident. I did my best to imitate her and tried not to think of the severe woman with the killing whistle. We reached the line, and I did my best to relax, to look like I belonged. It moved forward one by one, the back of my neck itching as I wondered if they would notice I hadn’t paid my dues yet.

      When we reached the front of the line, Fela leaned in and whispered something to the doorman. He nodded and let us past the rope with a little smile.

      “What did you say?” I asked as we stepped into the building.

      “I reminded him of his grandmother, and how proud she would be he was doing honest work.”

      “Isn’t that a lie?”

      “Not really. His grandmother was a monster. She’s cooling down in the frozen Hells. This is honest work as far as she’s concerned.”

      “Huh.”

      We stepped from the entry into the building proper. The interior was burgundy and gold, walnut, and brass. It looked like an interior designer had shit a velour nightmare. Scantily clad women and men danced in lethargic gyrations on stages at each corner. More gambled at dice and roulette, cards snapping against wooden surfaces, and the clink of coin. A modest table on a dais dominated the center of the room, behind which sat a lean man with one milky eye and a bad haircut. He wore a satin suit the same color as the carpet, and a leer. Guards stood around him, trying to look nonchalant. When he spotted us, he smiled and opened his arms.

      “Fela! So glad you’re well.”

      She smirked back at him and took a seat at one of the two chairs set out. He’d been expecting us. I sat beside her.

      “Yes, my sabbatical was refreshing.”

      “A game, then?” he asked.

      She nodded. “A game.”

      He produced a pack of cards from one sleeve, and I cleared my throat. He seemed to notice me for the first time. His milky eye swept over me.

      “Yes?” he asked.

      “It’s just. You pulled those from your sleeve.”

      “Are you suggesting I cheat?”

      Fela tensed and patted my hand. “She’s new. Forgive her.” Then, holding his eyes, “Fantucci never cheats. He prides himself on it.”

      His eye slid from me, and he gave her a tight-lipped smile. “Indeed.”

      I had a sinking feeling in my gut. Did Fela gamble the Deadlands away? Fuck.

      “The game, then?” Fela asked, interrupting that disastrous train of thought.

      He shuffled the cards, and I watched a tear leak from his milky eye, spattering against the painted boards. I suppressed the shudder that followed.

      “Dead Man’s Hand,” he said.

      “Fuck,” I muttered.
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        * * *

      

      Cord had taught me Dead Man’s Hand. A particularly rainy week kept us belowdecks, and while Rek and Lux amused themselves with cats and cantrips, Cord was climbing the walls. I’d put down my book and finally fixed him with a glare.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Bored, Nenn. Bored and horny. Might fuck Rek’s cat.”

      “You ever been keel-hulled, you stumpy fuck?” Rek called from the next berth.

      I shook my head and picked the book back up. It was just getting good. Captain Jalen Rhinohorn was just about to rip a bodice. Cord peeked over the top.

      “Whatcha readin’?” he asked.

      “A book.”

      “Is it good?”

      “I can’t fuckin’ tell, since I’ve read the same sentence sixteen times. What do you want?”

      “Cord bored, Nenn.”

      “Go count fish.”

      “What if I just shave the cats?”

      “Seriously, I will split you in two and use the halves as bookends,” Rek called again.

      Cord was silent for a moment. Jalen reached for Mistress Bunnywumple’s satin corset. Cord’s face reappeared over the book.

      “Gret’s balls. What?” I asked.

      “Wanna play a game?”

      I sighed and tossed the book on my bunk. “Fine. What is it?”

      “Well, first, I have to tell you a story.”

      “But… I was just reading.”

      He grinned. “You’ll like this story.”

      “Fine,” I settled back, arms crossed. Cord pulled up a stool and produced a pack of cards, shuffling. His fingers moved with slick dexterity. I watched the pasteboard ripple between his fingers, a constant show of color and sound. His voice joined it, and I closed my eyes.
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        * * *

      

      “This was just after I left Blackgate. They weren’t letting me back into the Orleght Guard. Clane was still out on campaign somewhere. My parents had passed. For the first time in my life, I was alone. And like most young men alone and bored, I racked up a debt. Men, women, drink, slipweed, if they extended credit, I took it.

      “What I didn’t know is all that credit was owned. Not by petty criminals or small lenders, but by a syndicate. Now, there are two things people like that will do if you owe them money. One, they might kill you. Sure, it’s a loss, but if there’s no chance of getting it back, they’re not going to worry about that. Two, and this is the shitty one—they’ll rope you into a favor. You never know what it might be. Maybe you’re walking the local don’s dogs. Maybe you’re cleaning horseshit in a stable for a month. Maybe you’re slitting someone’s throat in a brothel when they’re in the middle of unloading their balls.

      “Me, they sent a package. Inside was a painting, a note, and six cards painted with a fox. A little girl. Ten, maybe twelve. Dark skin, dark hair. She belonged to someone. No, that’s not right. Someone. And they wanted her. The note that came with the painting simply said Bring us the girl and wipe away the debt.

      “I’m a little older, so the details elude me now. But the details wouldn’t change a godsdamned thing. What I do remember is the warehouse in the dock district. What I remember are the smells of fish and oil and slick cobbles. It’d taken me three weeks to find the place. Another three days of sitting in those fish stinking alleys, watching guards come and go.

      “My brain wandered. I made up games. I thought of ways to fill these mens’ shoes with shit if this turned out to be a goose chase. I thought of a little girl, far from home, and wondered what they wanted with her. Both parties. Someone had taken her from someone else, and in the middle, a child. A fucking child.

      “But here’s the thing. I’m a terrible soldier. I’m a passable thief. So, I didn’t charge in. I sat there, and I waited. And eventually they left. A pit grew in my stomach. And when I finally screwed up the courage to check it out…

      He trailed off, and I opened my eyes. He stared at the floor, jaw clenched.

      “It’s a fucked-up world, Nenn.”

      He took a breath. “I found them in a den in old town. Six of them, laughing, drinking, changing coin like they hadn’t left a small body bloody and broken in that wet and stinking place.

      “Like I said, I’m a shit fighter. But I have brains. I pulled up a chair. And I challenged those bastards. Now, they didn’t know the game I proposed, but I managed to bullshit them into believing they could win. I laid out the rules:

      “Mons-Fris, knaves are trump, unless it’s a high tide, then it’s the six of pentacles. On Sats, it’s the Queen of Blades, and on Suns, the Wheel. Except when the first Mons falls on a full moon, then it’s the Fool.

      “So, we get to playing, and I let them earn my coin. And then I pull out the last rule, making it look like I’d forgotten. If you’ve the Fox on a full-moon Mons, you win automatically. Of course, all six had the Fox. And what the Fox had, was a simple rune in the corner. I’d learned a bit of magic in the Academy, long before I was a soldier or a prisoner. I knew that rune.

      “So, when they were all smiling and smug, laying down their hands, thinking each had beat the other, I spoke it. Power rippled from the cards into their flesh, and in a heartbeat, they’d all opened one another like unzipped purses. I took their red gold and skipped town.

      “Small consolation. Small revenge. But I never forgot the lesson.”

      I opened my eyes. “What’s that?”

      “Move before the world moves you. And never leave the ones you love defenseless.”

      He paused a moment, looking as if he wanted to say something else, then shook his head and went back to shuffling the cards. “Ready?”

      I looked at the boards in his hands. Back to him. “No. Fuck no. Go shave a cat.”

      “Gods damn it!” Rek yelled.
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        * * *

      

      The gambling den came back into focus. Fantucci’s weepy eye slid to Fela. “You have something to wager? I’m surprised you would come back after all this time. Bored with purgatory?”

      Fela sneered at him, then glanced sideways at me. Fantucci’s eyebrow quirked upward. I didn’t like where this was going, and my hands strayed to the blades at my sides.

      “The girl…? And if you win?”

      Fela opened her mouth, and rage flooded my limbs as I realized what she’d meant to do. Sold into the graces of Our Lady of Perpetual Weeping and Moaning by my own mother was bad enough. I’d had a childhood of kneeling on hard floors, hard labor, and whips and shackles. Not the fun kind. Now she wanted to sell me again, like I was chattel. A common animal bred for labor and waste, and little more. Well, if she wanted an animal, she could have one.

      Cord had his plans, and they were wheels within wheels. I knew what I was doing would snap them at the axle, but I couldn’t let this woman back into the world. Part of it was selfish, sure. But part was knowing that if there’s a fox in your henhouse, you don’t invite a wolf in to deal with it.

      I snarled, and the blades were in my hands. Time slowed.

      Fantucci’s guards stood, as if rooted to the spot. The man himself still held the deck, cards floating between his palms. The blade left my hand, pierced that milky eye. I watched as it split the orb, vitreous fluid spilling down his cheek, occluded in an instant by gore, and another by gray matter.

      My left hand was moving too, and I turned my head to watch. I was already in motion, a clock spring wound and released. Fela’s face came into focus, in time to see my blade part the tender flesh of her neck. The skin peeled back, exposing for an instant muscle and sinew, the blue cord of her carotid. Then the edge split the vein, and blood flowed like a wellspring. She clutched her neck, staggered back.

      Part of me tried to wrestle with what I’d just done. The sword of a dead man couldn’t kill her. The blade of her daughter? Maybe. Matricide? More than likely. She fell back, red streaming from her like a ribbon. Her hands clutched at me, and I stepped back. A small smirk turned up the corner of her mouth, a glint in her eye.

      “What the fu—” was all I got out.

      The world swirled, a sucking sound filling the space. The Deadlands cracked around me, like glass hammered with a fist. Black crept in at the edges, and I thought I heard laughter. It might have been mine, but I was in no mood to investigate. Being sucked into an eternal void will do that.

      The second-to-last thought I had before the world winked out was that I’d somehow managed to fuck up Cord’s plan. The last thought was that I didn’t know if I cared. People were beginning to expect a lot from me, and I didn’t know if I liked it. My last nerve jangled and stretched, frayed at the ends. I clenched my jaw and let the dark pull me down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Tunnel Buddies

          

        

      

    

    
      Pain in my stomach alerted me that I was back in the world. It also served as a reminder that Lux had stabbed me in the stomach. I didn’t know how to process that, and didn’t have a chance, as another pain joined the first, a soft kick in the ribs from a boot that doubled the pain in my guts. I cracked my eyes, the interior of the tower blurry, and let a groan. Cord squatted in front of me, hands dangling between his legs.

      “Wake the fuck up, Nenn. We’ve got a city to burn.”

      “Aw, leave her alone,” Rek said. “Her girlfriend just stabbed her.”

      I gritted my teeth and pushed myself up, hand pressed to the wound. My shirt was sticky, but nothing fresh flowed from the hole.

      “Hell of a way to break up with someone,” I said. “Where is she? I want to return some things to her. Specifically, two very sharp things.”

      I pushed myself to my feet. Or, rather tried. I swayed a little, and Rek pulled me up the rest of the way, hand on my shoulder. I nodded in thanks and lifted my shirt. The wound had closed at least.

      “Cord thought it best she not be here when you woke up.”

      “Good thinking,” I said, and ground my molars as another slow wave of pain pressed back and front.

      “She healed that, didn’t she?” Cord asked. “What’s the probl—”

      I glared at him. “Well, pops. I’m apparently going to bleed a little more.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Fuck to the cycle, or fuck to the pops?”

      “Which is going to get me less dead?”

      I shrugged, eliciting a wince. “I’d worry more about distance than semantics.”

      “Uh huh. Rek, head back to the hotel. I need to talk to Nenn.”

      Rek’s head swiveled between the two of us, his expression wavering between concern and terror. I nodded at him.

      “Go ahead. I might only kill him the once.”

      The big man shrugged and helped me to a wall. I slid down and rested my back against it. The stone was cool, the floor not trying to pull me down anymore. He stomped off down the stairs, presumably to meet up with Lux. I waited until I was sure he was out of earshot. The truth was, I didn’t feel much like killing at the moment, but I did feel like chewing Cord a new asshole.

      He gave me a look of uncertainty, his step hesitant. He took the wall across from me, fishing his pipe out. He took his time, packing it with slipweed, then slid it across the floor, along with a striker. I picked it up, lit the bowl, and took a deep breath, letting the weed do its job. When I felt like I could bear the worst of the cramps, I slid it back to him, and he took a draw on the stem. Smoke left his mouth in a thin stream. After a moment, he reached into an inside pocket, pulling out a packet. He tossed it to me, and I unwrapped it. Several kama sat inside. You’re probably wondering why I didn’t just carry these myself. I have a lot of knives. Cord doesn’t. I stab things for him, he carries my stuff.

      “Eyes sideways,” I said.

      He turned, and I tugged my trousers loose, slipping the kama in. When I finished, I took another hit from the pipe and passed it back.

      “Why?” I asked. I’d confronted Fela with the same question. I thought it only fair he answer as well.

      He stared out the tall arch that looked over the countryside. The towers of Vignon stood proud in the light, and even at this distance, the small no-name town we’d managed to devastate looked serene. He looked old then, for the first time since I’d known him, the light hitting his face, exposing wrinkle and shadow. Sadness hung on every inch of his features.

      “I didn’t know,” he said. “Fela disappeared. Told me later. Wouldn’t tell me where. I looked. I looked for so long, but after thirty years, gave up.” He raised a hand. “I shouldn’t have. But this world, it takes and breaks and kills, and you get cynical. And even if you know they’re out there, after so long, do they want to talk to you? Do you deserve it?

      “And then I found you, and I couldn’t tell you, like a geas had been placed on me. A compulsion. Fear, mostly. Anger. At Fela. At me, my own failures. So, I did what I do. I tried to make sure you were safe.”

      I felt my eyebrows raise.

      “Okay, not safe. But prepared. I missed so much time, what do you teach someone who’s become their own person?” He sighed. “Okay, let me have it. Knife in the face. Tear me a new hole. Have Rek fold me into a ball and stuff me into a horse.”

      “He can do that?” I asked.

      “Tried once. I’ll tell you the story some time.” He paused. “If you’ll let me.”

      I thought about it. Some parents didn’t want to be there. Others couldn’t. Some try and fail. But it’s the effort that counts at times. I loved Cord. I’d known him for a good part of my adult life, and that wasn’t likely to change. I sighed.

      “Yeah, I’ll let you.”

      A smile lit his face, and the years dropped away. “Great! Say, what happened to your mother?”

      “About that…” I said.

      He looked at me hard for a moment, another grin creasing his face. “Serves her right.” He paused, looking thoughtful. “It’s fine. Nothing’s set in stone. We’ll improvise. I’ve got a back-up plan.”

      “Thought you’d be more pissed.”

      “There’s nothing broken that can’t be fixed. Keep that close. Even when it’s darkest, there’s more than one way to light a flame.”

      I groaned as pain washed over me again, and he came over to help me up. We descended the tower together, my arm wrapped around his shoulders. I didn’t even try to stab him.
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        * * *

      

      Lux and Rek waited for us at the base of the tower, sitting outside the carriage. They’d laid a spread of food on a wide cloth and were happily munching away. Lux looked up when I approached, a small smile on her lips. Rek still wore a worried expression. I sat beside Rek, Lux and Cord across from one another.

      “So, how do you know Fela, Lux?” I asked.

      I popped an olive in my mouth, savoring the moment. I’d decided to stab these two idiots in a different way. They looked to one another.

      “You…?” Cord said.

      “You?” Lux echoed.

      I laughed. “Tunnel buddies,” I snorted.

      “Bleh,” they said in unison.

      A small bundle of lemons sat to one side. I reached for one, and Rek slapped my hand away.

      “Not for you.”

      I rubbed the sting from my hand and narrowed my eyes. I thought I had maybe one more barb in me. I loved Rek, he’d let me get stabbed.

      “Cord. Tell us about the horse thing.”

      “Oh! That!”

      “Not that story again,” Rek muttered.

      “No, this is the other one,” Cord said.

      “Oh gods, no!” Rek said, panic lighting his features for a moment.

      I gave him an evil grin. “I think you owe me this.”

      “Fuck,” he rumbled.

      “Did I ever tell you about the time Rek ate a horse dick?” Cord asked.

      As opening lines went, it was a hell of a start, and despite my revulsion, my curiosity was the stronger. As a bonus, it made everyone else lean in just a little bit to better hear the story. I shot a look at Rek, who’d turned a shade of brick, as much as a brown man can.

      “I didn’t know it was a horse dick,” he muttered. “It was disguised.”

      “As what?” I asked.

      “Gelato,” Lux said.

      “So, you ate dick cream?” I whistled.

      “Cord had it ground up!” Rek said, slamming a fist on the cloth and making the dried meats jump.

      Cord raised his hands. “I simply procured one horse dick.”

      “That’s horrible,” I said.

      “It was a dead horse,” Cord replied, waving it away.

      “That’s worse,” Lux said.

      “Better I cut it off a living horse?” Cord shook his head. “And you call me a lunatic.”

      “Anyway,” I said.

      “Anyway,” Cord continued. “I’d bought it off this chandler who didn’t know what to do with that particular piece of dead horse. I’d originally wanted to have it fried and served with a side of potatoes, like a sausage.”

      “That’s a big fuckin’ sausage,” Lux said.

      “Rek’s a big guy. But, this sadist, he gives me a grin and asks if Rek likes dessert. Well, of course he likes dessert. Look at him.”

      Rek held his stomach, a hurt look on his face. “It’s winter weight, you shitgoblin.”

      Cord grinned at him. “So, the cook freezes the thing, and next thing I know, he’s grating it like cheese over the gelato. Big doofus didn’t even twig that it might be something weird.”

      Rek’s lips turned down. “I like sprinkles.”

      “So, he gets about six bites into this stuff, licking his lips, and that’s when the chef comes out. ‘Last time I saw someone eat that much horse dick was in Gentian carnival,’ he says.

      “Room gets real quiet, and Rek puts the gelato down, still holding the spoon. ‘What,’ he says.

      “The chef blinks, then grins. ‘Horse dick, man. You ate horse dick.”

      Cord took a long swallow from his wineskin.

      “So, what happened?” I asked.

      “Eh,” Rek said.

      “He force-fed the chef every last bite of that frozen dick.”

      “Wow,” Lux said.

      “And then he filled a bucket with vomit. So much vomit.”

      “I’m a big guy,” Rek said.

      “Yeah you are, buddy,” Cord said, patting him on the shoulder.

      We fell into a companionable silence, finishing our meal. Once done, Rek cleaned up, Lux climbing into the carriage.

      “What next?” I asked Cord.

      “Prison break,” he said.

      “Chaos?” I asked.

      “Chaos.”
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      We crammed ourselves into the carriage again, lumbering across the countryside. This time, we headed further west, to a place known only as the Cube. Cord told us it was where they kept the dissidents, deviants, and disturbed. I wondered what that made us. The trip passed in relative silence, giving me time to think.

      Cord had always been unstable, but if what Fela said was true—inasmuch as that lunatic could be trusted—then he was spiraling. I guessed that he’d seen the endgame playing out, or somehow forced it, and was planning on causing as much chaos as possible in order to pull off his plan. The question remained, however, how does one kill a god?

      It couldn’t be with simple blade and fire. There had to be something more. A connection that had to be severed, an incantation, a magic weapon. I thought back to Dyrk and wondered if we’d erred leaving the irritating sword behind in those ruins. My thoughts circled one another, until a new one arose, prickling the skin on my arms. Fela had been a gambler. Cord as well. Was he trusting the future to the chance I was the key? The idea didn’t sit well with me. I’d spent a good portion of my early years as a tool for others. The reason I’d joined with Cord in the first place was the promise of equal shares. Was it all a mummer’s show? Maybe he’d left those trappings of heroism behind because he already had his weapon—me. Sure, chipped and cracked, but with an edge, nonetheless.

      I pulled another piece of slipweed from the package Cord had passed me earlier and chewed it furiously to distract myself from the cramps that threatened to make my day even more miserable. As I waited for the effects, I slid the curtain aside. The landscape slowly changed from forested hill and green plain to rocky escarpments, sharp clefts of rock rising in the near distance, cliffs dropping off to one side to crash into the sea. I grew bored watching gray take over green and closed the curtain, turning to Cord with a sigh. I’d never been one for patience, but still had a modicum of tact remaining.

      “Why all this?” I asked.

      “All what?” he asked. He looked up from a makeshift table he and Rek had placed between their knees, cards laid out between them.

      “This chaos. The Hestians, the Gentians, Fela, the prison break, the Jovians, the refugees… it seems like a lot, even for you.”

      “You ever killed a god?” he asked.

      “Killed an elephant once,” Rek said.

      I turned to him with a death glare. “Not. Helping.”

      He shrugged and laid a card down. “It was big. Gods are big. It’s the only frame of reference I have.”

      I shook my head and gave Cord a pointed stare. “Have you?”

      “I helped Rek kill the elephant.”

      “Do you have a point that isn’t at the top of your head?” I asked.

      “Yeah. No one’s ever done it. Sure, they imprisoned one once, but it took an entire nation of wizards. And then they died. Not an ideal outcome.”

      “So, your plan?”

      “You know the Harrowers are a link to Oros, right?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Well, we’re going to kill every last one in that city. But you and I and lumpy and cuckoopants there aren’t going to do it ourselves. We need chaos. We need superior numbers. We need a big old distraction.”

      I thought about it for a minute. “And the coffers?”

      “Well, we don’t work for free.”

      Rek nodded. “Work for exposure is bullshit.”

      Lux snorted in agreement. “I knew a guy who did that. Died from all the exposure. And not eating. But boy, people loved his paintings.”

      “Okay. So, we kill the Harrowers, free the slaves, burn the city, rob the coffers, and kill a god?” I asked.

      “Yes. Not that exact order, but close enough,” Cord said.

      “Break it down a little more. For the stupid among us,” I said.

      Rek shot me a dirty look. I patted his shoulder and gave him a wink. He nodded in understanding and threw another card on top of the last Cord had placed. I was going to have to bait the old man if I wanted a straight answer. Cord looked at the cards, tossed one down, then at me.

      “Okay, the short version. The Hestians attack Vignon, tying up their militia and mercenaries. The slaves revolt, forcing them to deal with enemies on two fronts, internal and external. Meantime, the Harrower leadership will double down on their bullshit and insist on holing up. We’ll go after them.”

      “The prisoners?”

      “Think of them as an insurance policy. Most are dissidents or political prisoners. I’m hoping they’ll serve as a third arm, forcing Vignon to split their forces further.”

      “I think you’re forgetting something,” Lux chimed in.

      “Oros?” Rek supplied.

      “Ah, Oros,” Cord said.

      “You’d originally wanted Fela here to deal with him, right?” I asked.

      He eyed me for a moment. “Yeah, but somebody killed her. Or at least discorporated her for a while. On the upside, you broke Fantucci’s spell. Vignon should be back to its less than stellar self. And we killed their little messaging system.”

      “So, by now…”

      Cord nodded. “People are getting agitated.”

      “You still haven’t told me the plan with Oros.”

      Rek laid down another card. Cord grinned and tossed his last atop it. Rek cursed.

      “You’ll see.”

      “Really?” I said through gritted teeth.

      “Really,” he said, and gave a wink. “Girl’s got to have her secrets.”

      Lux laughed, and Rek shook his head. Another wave of cramps squeezed me in a vice, and my still-healing stomach wound pulsed in sympathy. I closed my eyes and leaned back against the seat, willing the slipweed to work faster.

      “Fuck,” I muttered.
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        * * *

      

      We stopped still some way from the prison, the landscape a ruin of red dirt and gray rock jumbled together as if a god had scooped the soil into a cup, shook it, and dashed it out across the land. The Cube was a good way off from us, but still close enough to be a grey blot against the lowering sun. We’d parked the carriage behind the rise of the last hill before the landscape turned into a flatland. To our left, the sea neared, several hundred meters below, smashing into the rock with a fury that sent spray into the sky in white puffs of foam.

      We lay prone on the peak of the hill, rocks and dirt digging into my tender belly. But at least I wasn’t standing for the moment. The slipweed and the pain were fighting, and for the time, the pain was winning. Lux reached out to squeeze my hand as another wave of cramps broke, and I resisted the urge to push it away. Any contact was a welcome distraction, and I returned the pressure.

      “Storm it,” Rek swore.

      “What?” Cord asked.

      “Stormin’ rocks are digging into me.” He shifted. “Blood and bloody ashes.”

      “So, what are we doin’ he-” I started to ask.

      Cord held up a hand. “Wait just a fuckin’ second.” He gave Rek a wry look. “Are you tryin’ to swear?”

      Rek blushed. “Well, yeah. Trying to clean up my language a little.”

      “That’s fuckin’ adorable,” Lux said.

      I snorted.

      “No, no,” Cord said. “You’ve got stones smashing your stones. You gotta get that shit out, big man.”

      “Frack,” Rek ventured.

      Cord shook his head and went back to eyeing the cube. “Hopeless.”

      “Anyway,” I said.

      “Anyway. We’re laying on this hill, so the Harrowers don’t see us.”

      “Harrowers?” Rek repeated.

      “Yeah. Who’d you think they’d use for guards?”

      “Well, guards,” Rek said.

      “Probably a few of those, too,” Lux said.

      “So, what’s the plan? I’m assuming we can’t just walk into the place.”

      “One does not simply walk into the Cube,” Lux said.

      “Then what?”

      Cord stared at the prison for a minute longer, lost in thought. I could hear the wheels turning in his head. I stifled a groan as I already saw what was coming. He shot me a grin.

      “That’s exactly what we’ll do.”

      “Uh, excuse me, but fucking why?” Rek asked.

      “That’s better,” Cord said. “Because they’d never see it coming. Lux?”

      “On it.”

      She scrambled down the back of the hill, sending a scree of rocks tumbling after.

      “Rek, give her a hand.”

      The big man went as well, leaving Cord and I alone again. I wondered why he’d decided to stick so close lately. I’d chalked it up to overprotectiveness originally, but something felt off. Maybe it was the reverse. Maybe he didn’t trust himself to be alone. I tried to think of what it must be like, in the mind of a half-mad immortal. How lonely it must be. I opened my mouth to say something, then shut it. Nothing I said was going to defray the knife edge of that pain.

      The rustle of cloth pulled me from my thoughts. Rek and Lux dumped an armful of robes and accoutrements beside us. I gave the pile one look and cursed.

      “We’re going as Harrowers?”

      Cord blinked. “Did you think they were going to let us in like this?”

      “This worked out so well last time.”

      “I remember. You killed a man with a squirrel.”

      “He summoned a dick spider. Seemed fair.”

      We chose our robes, mine thick and woolen, stitched with clusters of eyes.

      “Who the fuck designs this stuff?” I asked.

      “Very lonely men,” Lux said.

      Once dressed, a pile of fetishes lay on the ground. We each grabbed one, mine consisting of what looked like two gourds adorned with teeth. I stared at it for a moment, turning it back and forth.

      “Is that…” Rek said.

      “Yeah. Someone made a pair of bull testicles into maracas.”

      I shook them, sending them rattling. “Worst. Instrument. Ever.”

      Rek raised a brown sack that jiggled suspiciously. “I’d like to say you got the worst of it, but either this is a bag of sausage, or I’m going to vomit later.” He peeked inside and closed it hurriedly. “I don’t know why I looked.”

      “Quit your bitching,” Lux said. She shouldered her fetish, a femur banded with gold and etched with runes, the tip of the bone carved into the head of a wolf.

      “You get all the cool toys,” Cord said as we started out. A pair of fingers dangled from his belt.

      I pointed to them. “Nostalgia?”

      “Fuck you,” he said.

      “I’ll bet you’d give me the finger if you had one.”

      “He has two,” Rek said.

      “Just not on his hand,” Lux said.

      “Zero respect,” Cord muttered.

      “I’m holding a pair of dried, hollow testicles,” I said. “Respect is a foreign country.”

      We crossed the wasteland leading to the Cube, the prison growing ever larger as we approached. Details, or what we could make of them, were sparse. It rose from a simple pedestal of stone, a perfect cube of rock several stories high as it was wide, and featureless. At the base of the pedestal, lines in the granite formed the shape of a door. No guards stood outside, no one manned the roof. From all appearances, it could have just been an installation from an eccentric artist. We halted in front of the suggestion of a door.

      “What now?” I asked.

      Cord stepped forward and tapped the stone. Nothing happened. He shrugged.

      “Rek?”

      Rek sighed and dug into his bag, pulling out a dick that looked more like a garden slug than something once attached to a man. He stepped forward and slapped it against the door, chanting.

      “Open the door, unlock the lock, in the name of this floppy cock!”

      A hiss sounded from the seam in the stone, and stale air rushed out as it slid to the side. Rek slipped the penis back into his bag with a grimace.

      “Fuckin’ Harrowers,” he muttered.

      I peered into the square of black in front of us. “Well?”

      “Ladies first,” Cord said.

      “Courteous, for a man who humps everything that moves,” I said.

      “To be fair, he’s not discriminatory,” Rek said, shouldering past me.

      “True,” I said.

      Lux passed me as well, and I followed. Cord brought up the rear. We stepped into a chamber of cold stone; the door sliding shut behind us. Alcoves lined the room from floor to ceiling, cool purple glass like a gem covering each opening in a myriad of facets. Behind each, a silhouette lounged. I looked up and up, the cells giving off a gentle artificial purple light. An involuntary shudder crept up my spine and sent a wave of gooseflesh across my arms. A black pit lay at the center of the room, stairs hugging the wall and spiraling down into the dark.

      “Dreaming,” Cord said, as if to pre-empt any questions. “Or, in the case of the nature of the guards, likely unending nightmare.”

      “Where are the guards?” I asked.

      “Down there,” Cord pointed at the pit. “Keeping watch over those they consider the worst.”

      “And of course, that’s where we have to go, right?” Rek asked.

      “You know it,” Cord said.

      “Fucking Harrowers,” Rek muttered again. I couldn’t fault his assessment. We were basically in their playground.

      “Lux, you know what to do,” Cord said, heading for the stairs.

      She gave a curt nod and turned to study the cells arrayed in the room. We descended the stairs, Rek in the lead, followed by Cord, and myself bringing up the rear. The risers were clean and in good repair, if a little narrower than I would have liked while descending into a possibly bottomless nightmare. But if I had the choice between this and falling, I’d probably choose trimming my nethers with a rusty razor.

      We hugged the wall on the way down, the gemstones above casting enough light for us to maintain our footing. As we descended, the air of the place grew more oppressive. It gained weight and heft, and though it wasn’t humid, there came a point when I felt sure I was breathing thick slime instead of air. I stopped for a moment to regain my breath and let another spasm of cramps pass. You’d think of all the shit the gods put us through, they could at least let the flow come at a more convenient time. Like say, when I was lying flat in a down bed, stoned out of my mind.

      Cord looked back, concern on his face. “Okay?” he asked.

      I took a deep breath. “Yeah. Just needed a minute. They really laid it on thick here.”

      “Fear causes men to oppress. The stronger that fear, the harder the pressure. Keep that in mind. They’re not something to be feared. You are.”

      I nodded and took another breath. We continued down, and as we went, I did my best to think of myself as a terror. Nenn the Vicious. Nenn the Slayer. Red Nenn. I winced. That was a little too close to home right now. Regardless, the pressure eased up, and I was able to think again.

      Light shone from below now, and Cord halted us in a black spot between the two glows. He tilted his head, indicating the area below.

      “The first landing is going to be a guard station. If we’re lucky, the others are making rounds.”

      “Luck?” Rek snorted.

      “You got anything better?”

      Rek looked to his jiggly sack and shook his head.

      “Thought not. Now just be cool.”

      We moved again, descending at a careful rate, and trying to look confident. We pulled the hoods of the robes up. Soon a soft grunting filtered up to us.

      “What are they keeping down there?” I asked.

      Cord didn’t answer, and we turned the last spiral. A single Harrower stood before a table with his back to us. A parchment lay flat in front of him, and his arm moved in a rhythmic motion. Another grunt sounded, and Cord cleared his throat.

      “Ah!” the Harrower said.

      He turned, his hand still around his naked member. The appendage had the shape of a snake, the mouth wide. As he saw us, it pulsed, and spilled ovoid eggs encased in a thick slime onto the ground, each exiting like a snake vomiting a mouse. My gorge rose and I forced it down. Rek wasn’t so lucky, and the afternoon’s lunch came out of him in a hot geyser that sprayed the Harrower. The wizard stood in shock, and I took the chance to ram my fetish down his throat before he could raise the alarm, or worse. His eyes goggled, and his face turned purple as I held the dried testicles in place, their rattling an absurdly merry counterpoint.

      Rek, still sopping and smelling of vomit, held his arms down until the monster stopped struggling. One final egg plopped from its misshapen cock, and we dropped the body, stomping each ovum with extreme prejudice. I extricated myself and took a seat at the bench.

      “Gret’s sack,” I breathed.

      “That’s the most fucked up thing I’ve seen since Rek ate a horse dick,” Cord agreed.

      The big man didn’t answer, too busy spilling his guts in the corner again. The edge of the parchment caught my eye and I looked. Someone had rendered an arquebus in exquisite detail.

      “Some people really have a problem,” I said.

      Cord looked over my shoulder. “Gunfucker. Should’ve known. At least they’re rare.”

      “Gunfuckers?”

      “No, those idiots are a dime a dozen. That’s what happens you equate weapons with phalluses.”

      “That’s…” I said.

      “Oh, let me penetrate you with my projectiles!” he trailed off for a second, heaved a breath. “Yeah, there’s a whole diatribe there, but we’ve only got like another forty-thousand words before the book is over.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “What?” he echoed.

      “Never mind. Now what?”

      Rek groaned from the corner, and another series of wet heaves ensued. He paused. “Oh gods, when did I eat eggs?”

      More vomiting followed. I looked at Cord.

      “You ever feel like things are getting out of hand?”

      “Define out of hand.”

      I gestured around the room. The dead Harrower with a wilting erection still in hand, covered in vomit, and a pair of dried testicles sticking out of his mouth. Rek in the corner puking. The weird amber light coming from multiple passages down the hall, and the robe I was wearing. Then I gestured towards the exit, and the world in general where a dead god, a foreign army, a city on the edge of revolt, and a slave uprising awaited us.

      Cord closed his eyes, nodded. “Okay, yeah. I might’ve gotten a little carried away.”

      “Ya think?”

      “Look, who’s the parent here?” he said.

      Rek shuffled over, wiping his mouth with the sleeve of his robe. “Probably Lux. Notice how she’s never in the room when this shit happens?”

      Cord and I looked at each other.

      “Good point,” we said in unison.

      I stood, willing the aches and pains to go away, and peered down a hall. More cells filled the walls, pulsing slightly. I stalked halfway down the hall with Cord at my heels when a hidden door opened between the cells. It disgorged several guards, surrounding us with steel and ugly looks. They surrounded us in seconds. I counted stopping at fifteen, then flicked a glance over to Cord.

      “Any ideas?”

      He shook his head.

      “You don’t have a plan?”

      He shrugged. “Sometimes you’re just boned.”

      The lead guard, a big man in chainmail and wielding a wicked-looking hammer, stepped forward. He gestured to us.

      “Take their weapons and bind them. Yuz will have questions for them.”

      I sighed and kept my hands away from my blades.
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        * * *

      

      The interrogator’s cell was small, stinky, and the color of day-old shit. If anything, I had to give the Harrowers credit for sticking to a design scheme. They’d strapped us to a pair of chairs that reclined slightly. Uncomfortable when bound. Probably not a terrible idea if sold as a home furnishing.

      “I hope you have a plan soon,” I said.

      Cord stared into a corner where a bucket full of shafts and handles stood. A table stood beside that, covered with rusty instruments of torture.

      “You ever wonder why this shit’s always rusty?”

      “What? No. As a rule, I don’t spend time in torture chambers.”

      “I’m just saying. Tetanus. Prisoners can’t talk with lockjaw.”

      “Yes. Sure. But do you have a plan?”

      He wiggled in his straps. Thrashed until the chair bobbed in its moorings, and he was red-faced. Finally, he stopped.

      “Nope.”

      I bit off a retort as the door opened, and a small man in a white gown covered with a black rubber apron entered. He was painfully thin, wide eyes set above a hawkish nose, hair looking as if it was trying to escape his own face. He held his thin lips tight, compressing them into a single line. The door closed behind him, and he looked us up and down, sniffed.

      “Let’s begin,” he said without preamble.

      He wandered over to the barrel and pulled a thin switch from it, swished it back and forth in the air, then nodded to himself. He bunched one leg of Cord’s trousers up and ripped a portion away with simple efficiency, exposing Cord’s thigh.

      “What, no questions? No getting to know you first?”

      Yuz gave Cord a sour look. “No,” he said.

      He brought the switch down in quick succession, three times, the strikes sounding like whipcracks. They brought angry red lines to Cord’s flesh, blood oozing from the pores.

      “Ooh, daddy!” Cord said.

      Yuz’s switch paused in midair. An unsettled look crossed his face, and he walked over to the barrel, dropping the switch in. He considered for a moment and came back with a wide paddle.

      “I didn’t think it was that kind of dungeon,” Cord said.

      Yuz opened his mouth. Closed it. Threw the paddle in the corner and pulled a pair of pliers from his tray.

      “Maybe your tongue first,” he said.

      He squeezed Cord’s jaw, forcing it open, and slipped the pliers in. He jerked them out just as fast.

      “Did you… did you just lick me?”

      Cord gave him a wink. Yuz threw the pliers on the ground and wiped his hands on his apron, then stomped for the door.

      “I cannot be expected to work in these conditions. The Lord Interrogator will hear of this!” he shouted as the door slammed behind him.

      Cord broke into laughter as the small angry man’s rant dwindled down the hall. Despite myself, I joined him. I knew Yuz’s frustration. Cord could be maddening.

      When the giggles had faded, I took a breath. “Now what?”

      Cord winked. “We wait.”

      He knew something I didn’t. Which meant he was biding his time. And if he wasn’t telling me, I either hadn’t figured it out yet, or it was a doozy. I knew enough to know that maybe I didn’t want to know.

      The door opened again, and a tall man entered, thin enough to look unwell, cheeks sunken, eyes black with hunger and rage. He wore a necklace of fingers as a fetish, and I swore under my breath. Of course, it was a Harrower. He looked to each of us in turn, then focused his attention on Cord.

      “I know you,” he said.

      “I’m sure a part of you does,” Cord replied.

      The Harrower snarled, and his voice rose to a screaming pitch. Cord’s crotch started to balloon, and he broke into maniacal laughter.

      “A pumpkin? You’re giving me a pumpkin dick?”

      The Harrower faltered, and the swelling receded. I put that sight on the list of things I’d need to stab myself in the eye for later. He looked at Cord in confusion.

      “Is that not scary?”

      Cord snickered. “No, it’s scary. I mean. A pumpkin gnnnrk.”

      “Stop laughing!”

      “I can’t! You tried to turn my cock into a pumpk-gnnnrk.”

      The Harrower screamed in rage, and pressure built up in the room again. The door burst open, and Rek came screaming in, bag of dicks in one hand, a floppy one in the other. He slapped the Harrower with a meaty thunk. The scream cut off, and the Harrower turned. Rek blinked, and the wizard opened his mouth to howl again. Rek rammed the severed penis between the man’s lips, cutting off the scream for a second time with a wet gurgle.

      “Your axe, you moron!” I screamed.

      The Harrower spat the dick out, and it bounced once on the flagstones before rolling under a nearby table. Rek yanked his axe free and brought it over his head. He swung it down in a violent arc with a ker-chunk, splitting the Harrower’s skull in two, spattering the room with bone and brain. The Lord Interrogator dropped like a rock.

      “Holy shit!” I said, as Rek freed us. “Where were you?”

      He looked at me, then to Cord, and snorted.

      “What?” I asked.

      Cord just shook his head as Rek freed him. Some things I wasn’t meant to know, I guess. I found our gear in a chest in a corner, and while I got ready, Rek knelt beside the Harrower. I paused, blade halfway into a sheath, as he flipped the man’s robes up and produced a bundle. He unwrapped it, revealing bright yellow lemons. He shoved them, one by one, into the Harrower’s ass.

      “What. The. Fuck. Rek.” I said.

      He looked up. “This is the only way to truly kill a Harrower.”

      The body gave a shudder, and a long, high-pitched fart escaped, a lemon popping back out.

      “Whoops,” he said, and rammed it back in.

      Cord was using the chair for support, laughing past sound. I shot him a glare. He laughed harder and fell to the floor. I shook my head and stood, then made my way to the door.

      “Degenerates,” I said.
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        * * *

      

      “Which way?” I asked. We’d made our way back to the original passage.

      The stone above each hall held a carved strip of runes, presumably a designation. I hadn’t learned to read them. Cord squinted, working the archaic language out.

      “Can’t read ‘em all,” he said. “But I think it’s this way.”

      He took the left-hand path, leading us down a hall that looked like all the others. Shadow and light shifted within the cells. More runes were carved above each, and I guessed they bore inmate names. Cord stopped halfway down the hall and tapped one amber gem with a finger.

      “Yeah, this is the one. Rek, you’ll need to open it.”

      The big man sighed, and walked over, digging in his bag. He pulled another dick out, this one skinny and almost blue with veins. With an air of resignation, he slapped it against the cell door.

      “Abracockdabra,” he said.

      The amber gem shimmered and melted away. An elderly woman stumbled free, gasping and blinking as she shook the vestiges of whatever spell they’d trapped her in the stone with. She pushed herself off the floor with a gasp of effort and stood, not even Cord’s height, but he backed away all the same. She peered up at him from a face that although smooth, bore the signs of years, and the thick hair piled atop her head was the white of snow. Cord inclined his head.

      “Auntie Shel.”

      “Your aunt?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “It’s an honorific. It translates roughly to ‘do not fuck with’.”

      She reached up and patted his face, a half-smile on her lips, eyes crinkling. “About time, you idiot.” She looked around. “Where are my girls?”

      Cord gestured down the hall, where Rek was tapping gems with half-heard cockdabras. Already, a sizeable gang of older women had worked themselves awake and headed toward us. Shel reached up and pulled two long needles the thickness of my finger from her hair, letting it fall in a cascade. She gripped them like she knew how to use them, and the other women joined us, dark and light-skinned, delicate and hard featured. Each held an implement of their own, from razor-sharp steel needles to wicked hooks with a bladed inside edge. They gathered in a group as Rek freed the last and joined us. Each had a steely look in their eye and were of an age with Shel.

      She turned to me. “Is this my niece?”

      Cord nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

      My heart threatened to stop. I’d never seen him this respectful. She placed fists on solid hips, sizing me up.

      “A bit skinny,” she said.

      She reached out and squeezed my arm. “But strong.”

      She grunted as if in approval. “Now. Where are our jailers?”

      “Upstairs,” Rek said. “Occupied.”

      I made the connection. Lux had set about freeing other inmates, in hopes of causing a distraction. Shel turned to her girls.

      “All right. We’re blowing this shitstand. Let’s go, ladies.”

      They marched out as a unit, leaving us behind.

      “Who the fuck was that?” I asked.

      “Auntie Shel. Most dangerous gang boss in Vignon. The Aunties ruled the city with an iron fist until the Harrowers took over.”

      “They look like they’re a couple years from retirement, to be honest.”

      Rek hissed. “Shh! Don’t let them hear that.”

      “Yeah,” Cord agreed. “They’ll knit your guts into a knot. Those hooks aren’t just for show.”

      I blinked as we followed the women. We crept up the stairs, the amber light below waning, the purple light above waxing. Noise filtered down to us, a cacophonous racket that tickled our ears, and send the hair on the back of my neck to standing. Between shouts, screams, and the high-pitched curse whines of the Harrowers, it was hard to tell who was winning.

      We picked up the pace, finally breaking into a run as we breached the upper floor. Several of the cells bore broken doors, pieces of the gemstones littering the floor, and a furious melee raged on the ground. Actual guards and a coterie of Harrowers had appeared from somewhere, and fought a variety of inmates, from men and women armed with only their fists and feet to wizards flinging fire and acid beside Lux, to a small group of men and women with blades protruding from their limbs.

      I watched as one of the bladesmen skirled through the fight, severing limb and appendage, leaving a trail of blood, cries of pain, and dying flesh behind. A Harrower put a stop to it by screaming, the magic turning blade and flesh rubbery, leaving the bladesman a quivering puddle of meat on the floor.

      A trio of guards attempted to break through the line, and Lux turned on them. Black light pulsed through the room, and the guards moaned in agony as their flesh desiccated, age striking them like a hammer. Life leeched from them in an instant and hey collapsed into piles of dust.

      The Aunties charged into the fray, Shel leading the surge with a cry of Aves. The women spread out, acting again as a unit. Two of the women went down as one of the Harrowers summoned an attractive young man with spears for arms. More stepped into their place and hacked him to pieces. Another Harrower turned to a second group, and Shel ended him in a flash, leaping forward. She landed on his chest, legs wrapped around his torso, and slammed her needles into his eyes, riding the corpse to the ground. She was back up in an instant, looking for another target. Around her, the other Aunties felled man after man..

      I flung my robe off and tugged my blades free from the small of my back, wading in. From the corner of my eye, I saw Rek grab a Harrower like a stick, slamming the wizard into his knee. The spine broke with an audible crack. A too-bold guard charged the big man, and Rek used the Harrower’s corpse to bludgeon the oncomer into senselessness.

      A blade nicked my shoulder, and I spun out of the way, the tip slamming into the floor hard enough to chip the steel. I looked for the oncoming threat—a big man in piecemeal armor—I assumed whatever they’d managed to find for him was what fit.

      I stepped back and tried to assess the situation, but he was already hefting the monster of a sword, preparing another swing. I ducked in, under his guard. Or at least I attempted to. A wave of cramps hit me, and I hesitated with my strike even as I moved. The big blade came down and I felt a stinging pain in my left hand. I ignored it, and in a rage that he’d scored a hit, rammed my right under his gorget, a foot of steel bursting from the back of his neck.

      He gurgled and fell, his weight ripping the hilt of my knife from my fingers as he went. I stepped back and shook my left arm out. His strike must’ve hit a nerve, because I couldn’t feel my fingers. Something hot and wet sprayed me in the face, and I glanced over.

      Where my useful left hand had once been was a bleeding stump. Now notified, my brain lit a warning fire, and pain pulsed up my arm, rhythmic with the blood pumping from the severed limb. I choked back the urge to scream and dropped to my knees, yanking the belt from the dead man and tying it around the stumpe. I used my teeth to cinch the tourniquet and managed to fumble a knot of slipweed from my vest with my right hand. I popped it in my mouth and chewed furiously, the drug dulling the pain for the moment.

      The sounds of battle had lessened, and I glanced up. Small pockets of fighting remained, but for the most part, Rek, Lux, and the Aunties were already cleaning up. I pushed myself to my feet with stubborn determination, looking for Cord.

      I found his body near the stairwell, a dagger in his throat, a scrap of flesh in his teeth. A Harrower stood nearby, nursing a torn ear. He turned at my approach and opened his mouth to begin his howl. The air shimmered around me, and I forced myself forward, the loss of blood causing me to stagger. The space before me ripped open, and a translucent worm emerged, the size of my leg, the skin white, vein and organ pulsing inside. It opened a mouth like a wound and a torrent of black spiders poured out, their carapaces shimmering in the purple light.

      “Fuck!” I shouted and stomped through the swarm.

      Rage gave me strength, and though the spiders gained my legs and torso, biting furiously, I reached the Harrower as he backed away. He opened his mouth again, and I did the only thing I knew. I rammed the stump of my missing hand into his mouth, his rotten teeth scraping the edges of the ragged wound.

      Normally, I’d worry about infection, but I was on a timetable stuck between bleeding to death and dying horribly from poison. It was like one of those math problems they give you as child, only written by a sadist. But then, that was redundant. Who needs six hundred pineapples? Pineapple fuckers, that’s who.

      I lunged forward, my remaining hand whipping up and grabbing the back of his head, holding him fast. I bit into the soft waddle under his chin and ripped the vein pulsing there out with my teeth.

      His flesh was foul and crawling with something I didn’t want to think about. I spat it out, the worm and spiders dissolving into mist with his death. He toppled backwards and fell into the stairwell, missing the risers and plummeting to smash into a broken sack of meat with a distant thump.

      I fell, body numb. I crawled with stubborn intent until I reached Cord and yanked the dagger from his throat. The wound sealed, and I laid my head on his chest. The numbness crawled up my torso like an unwelcome guest and made itself at home in my head. I closed my eyes. I just needed to rest.

      Just a little rest.
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      Yenn had eaten his fill. For now. The flesh of a god was thick and rich, honeyed. If it had been a voice, he’d describe it as stentorian. If a naked pair of buttocks, callipygian. If a desk, Brobdingnagian. It was all things, and yet…not? He searched his mind, the god’s knowledge his. A thousand millennia of conflict lay there, the great and varied histories of the world laid out before him like cells in a panopticon. He paused. These words were not his, and he wondered for a moment if he’d devoured a thesaurus. He shrugged and concentrated again.

      The flaw continued to dig at him, a nettle in the mind. He dug deeper, past a catalogue of torture, past the anatomy of a million species and subspecies laid out before him like a chiurgeon’s guide, past an accounting of flora and fauna that would have made any inveterate and jaded biologist perk up. Each layer of the god’s memories he parsed led deeper, down a rabbit hole stratified with both petrified thought and useless coprolite. And there, glimmering at the bottom, an absence shaped like a hominid. Man, it seems—humanity at that—hadn’t been within the dead god’s experience. And wasn’t that a shame?

      He heaved himself from the cross-legged position in the town square and made his way out, past the wall inscribed with the ouroboros, past the pleasant-smelling pine and maple, and onto the plain. He paused in the sun, shading his eyes. In the north, the tree line shook and trembled, rattled, as if fearful. One by one, men emerged, bristling with weapons. Better still, they stank of rage and hate, emotions he could smell even downwind. He grinned at his fortune. With an easy amble, Yenn strode toward the gathering army. He whistled as he went, and words filled his head for the first time.

      Here I go again on my own

      Walking down the loneliest road I’ve ever known

      But I’ve made up my mind

      He grimaced, but whistled, nonetheless. It was important to make an impression upon those you met on the road. It was important to allow them time to relax, before your teeth made an impression.
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      “A bargain.”

      The voice was familiar. Maddeningly so. I blinked away the white haze that lingered behind my eyelids and sat up, legs crossed under me. The white faded to a fuzzy black, as if featureless felt tapestries hung in the space around us. They crawled with indistinct shapes, thin white threads appearing and connecting them, then disappearing. A woman sat atop a throne in the space before me, her clothing jet-black and skin-tight, her hair swept away from her face like folded raven wings. Her features were pale and lovely, and when she moved, some trick of the light or glamour made her face shift from flesh to grinning bone. She sat with one leg over the arm of the ornately carved obsidian throne, chin on palm, well-formed fingers cupping her cheek.

      I envied her for having a hand.

      She flickered and disappeared. I started from my place when she reappeared at my ear, hands on my shoulders. Her breath was the cold of an autumn day and smelled like air trapped in an ossuary for a thousand years.

      “Daughter,” she whispered.

      A chill crept up my arms, and I froze in terror. If I was here, with her, then I was dead, and at her mercy.

      “No, not yet,” she whispered. “Not yet. You teeter on the breadth of a blade’s edge. Below, all the hoary agonies of the Seven Frozen Hells. Above, the warmth and comfort of life. Your friends. Your family.

      “Your father.

      “And I am offering you a bargain. A simple trade, in exchange for a guarantee at life.”

      I knew what the promises and bargains of gods bought.

      “No,” I said.

      She flickered again, stood before me. She leaned in, face slipping between flesh and bone. “No?”

      An eyebrow raised, a quirk of the lips. Flicker. A grin of bone.

      “Not many defy death. I grant you leave. Because you are young. Because you are foolish. Because you are my daughter. And becauseyou will be back. Now. Go.”

      A ripple of unease shuddered through my stomach. Of all the people you’d want to be certain you’ll visit again, Death is not on the list. She waved a hand, as if shooing a fly, and a roiling curtain of black slammed into me, tearing thought and consciousness away as easily as a child tears paper.
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        * * *

      

      I woke. Or rather, the pain woke me. I lay in a soft bed, a cool sheet covering me. A window brought the scent of the sea, and the cries of gulls. We’d moved, then. I peeked under the sheet. My body was a mass of stained bandages and bruises ranging from purple to yellow to black. My hand—my former hand—throbbed beneath its thick wrapping of gauze, and I had the urge to flex fingers that weren’t there, to work the stiffness and soreness out of phantom tendon and muscle. A wave of heat and nausea rippled through me, and I leaned over the bed, a conveniently placed bucket catching the bright yellow bile I retched.

      I heaved twice more, empty coughs that cramped my stomach and left streamers of spittle hanging from my jaw. I flopped back on the pillow and coughed once more to clear my throat.

      “Cord,” I said, the word slithering out like a whisper. I tried again. “Cord.”

      Stronger this time. He must’ve been right outside the door, as it opened a split-second later, and he stepped in, closing it quietly. For the second time that week, he wore a somber expression. His gaze traveled to the window, the beach outside. He watched something pass, then turned his eyes to me.

      “There’s a gull, just circling out there. Round and round. Round and round. Keeps swooping down, trying to snatch some kid’s kebab. Shel is particularly good with medicine. Patched me up more than once. Which I’m sure you’d find ironic, considering how well she kills. But Aunties are Aunties. They can also cook like a motherfucker. That damn gull. Persistent.”

      He paused, gave me a wry smile.  “I’m rambling. The Aunties did what they could.”

      I tried to sit up, fell back again. “What… that sounds terminal.”

      He pulled up a chair, eased into it. A new scar adorned his neck, a three-inch line, like a punctuation mark. He scratched it absently.

      “Maybe not terminal. But… you’re broken, Nenn. The poison is in every organ, though inert now. Shel knew of a compound that halted it. But it’s not gone, and no one knows if it might wake up again. And your hand…”

      He paused as I brought the stump up. I stared hard at him from behind it.

      “You’re giving me the finger, aren’t you?”

      “I’m not dead yet, old man.”

      He heaved a sigh of relief. “Oh, thank fuck.”

      “What?”

      “Well, Shel and Rek and Lux all said you were done for, and I argued that you weren’t, so the idea was that I come in here and give you bad news to see if you laid down and died.”

      I stared at him, hand creeping toward the vomit bucket. His eyes flicked downward, and he flinched.

      “Please don’t throw the puke at me.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I was the one who knew Nenn wouldn’t just give the fuck up. My girl! Nenn Cordson! Corddaughter?”

      I made a disgusted sound. “That’s awful. Never call me that again.”

      “Good. You’re still you. Can you get up?”

      I pushed myself up, forgetting for a moment about the stump. It screamed as I put pressure on it, my torso and guts doing the same. I puked on principal that time, but managed to stay up, heaving for breath. Sweat plastered the hair to my head in thin ropes and soaked the thin tunic I wore. Cord watched with concerned eyes.

      “Maybe you should just rest,” he said.

      “Gimme the fuckin’ slipweed,” I said.

      He handed over a thick wad and I chewed it. I’d never done so much before, but fuck it. The pain lessened and I pushed the hair from my face with my good hand. I took a deep breath and nodded.

      “Okay, what’re we doing?”

      “A day off.”

      I opened my mouth to protest. Cord held a hand up to stay any argument.

      “You need it. I need it. We all need it. I’m assuming you’re not well enough to walk, so I’ve arranged transportation. Rek!”

      The big man entered the room, eyes rimmed with red. He smiled when he saw me though and knelt in front of the bed.

      "Climb on," he said.

      I looked at him, then at Cord. A smile tugged at the corner of my mouth.

      "Are you offering... to be a horse for a day?" I asked.

      He shot me a sideways glare. "I am not a horse. I am far more noble than those demons."

      I climbed onto his back, wrapping legs around his ribs, arms around his neck. He stood, nearly banging my head into the ceiling. Cord couldn't keep the smirk from his lips.

      "It's happened. You've become that which you fear."

      Rek growled low in his chest, and I snorted a laugh in his ear. He half turned his head.

      "You too?" he asked, managing to sound half-hurt.

      "Oh, come on," I protested. "It's funny."

      He paused for a moment, and finally conceded with a chuckle. "Okay, yeah."

      We started from the room.

      "Now you just need a saddle," Cord said.

      "You know I have to put her down some time," Rek replied.

      Cord shook his head and we left, Lux joining us outside. Red rimmed her eyes as well. I didn’t know what to think, but a part of me softened despite my efforts to coax it back into some form a hardness. I’d always worried about losing these people and had suffered it more than once. I had never considered they might feel the same about me. She offered me a warm smile and her hand.

      “M’lady. Your steed looks most magnificent today,” she said, giving a slight bob and curtsey.

      “You’ll all regret this when I’m dead,” Rek said.

      “On the contrary,” Cord said. “I already have your epitaph picked out.”

      “Hm,” Rek grunted.

      “Here lies Rek. He died doing what he loved. Fucking a horse.”

      Lux snorted a laugh.

      “Bastard.”

      “And then some,” Cord said.

      The day was bright and cool. Crowds in vibrant colors milled about the seaside boardwalk, the smells of cooking meat and the cries of playing children came to us, mingling with the gentle crash of the surf and the screeching calls of seabirds. Barkers cried from stalls, trying to entice anyone who’d listen to buy their wares. One end of the boardwalk looked familiar, a large wheel on an axle spinning slowly as men and women in bucket seats rode it up and around.

      “Is Tug back?” I asked.

      As if on cue, the necromancer appeared from the crowd, himself once again, beautiful and tanned with the summer sun. Lux rolled her eyes as he waved and hurried over.

      “Hey guys! Oof, Nenn. You look like someone chewed you up and shit you out. Say, when you die, can I have your body?”

      “What’re you gonna do with it, creep?” Lux asked.

      He turned to her. “Dear gods, this one talks?”

      Her hand lit with a threatening glow. “I’ll do more than talk, you corpsefucker.”

      He recoiled as if slapped. “That’s uncalled for.”

      “What just happened?” I whispered into Rek’s ear.

      “It’s considered a slur,” he said from the corner of his mouth. “Necromancers aren’t fond of anyone suggesting they’re intimate with their ‘employees’.”

      “But, why did it even come up?”

      “Lux is undead, remember?”

      “Ooh, shit,” I said.

      Tug and Lux were still going at it.

      “Meatsack!” Tug taunted.

      “String tugger!”

      “Brain licker!”

      “Graverobber!”

      “Shambler!”

      “Omnivore!”

      Tug narrowed his eyes. “I’ll bet you sparkle.”

      Lux gasped, forgetting her magic and lunging at him, nails hooked for his eyes. Cord managed to grab her, holding her back while she spat a stream of obscenity that literally blackened the sand around us and caused it to slowly meld into a sheet of glass while Tug chanted something guttural.

      “CALM. THE FUCK. DOWN.” Rek finally bellowed at both of them.

      My ears rang from the proximity of the shout, but they both lapsed into contrite stances. Cord let Lux go and stepped back, dusting off his vest.

      “Now behave, the both of you, or I’ll have lumpy there smash you both like a cheap bottle of booze.”

      “Sorry,” they muttered in unison, and fell in on opposite sides of us.

      We walked for a brief time, reaching the group of stands where cooks hawked their wares. The slipweed was finally taking hold, and my stomach rumbled with hunger. I forgot it for a moment as Tug paused, eyes narrowed. He stared down the boardwalk.

      “What?” Rek asked.

      “Is that a fucking clown?”

      “Fuck,” Cord muttered.

      “What?”

      “Tug’s got a clown thing.”

      “Fear?” I asked. Coulrophobia was a real thing. People ran screaming from the greasepaint-smeared freaks all the time.

      He shook his head. “Rage.”

      “Weird,” I said, a little too loudly.

      Tug’s head swiveled around. “It’s not weird. Come on, I’ll buy you a snowcone and tell you a story.”

      Cord gave me a glance. I shrugged.

      “Okay.”

      Cord’s eyes rolled, but he went along as Tug led the way. The idea of solid food terrified me, but I wanted to hear where this was going. We walked a little further and spotted a booth where a clerk shaved bits from a large block of ice into a cup, then poured colored syrups on it.

      “I’ll try that,” I said, watching a mother and daughter buy a pair of cups. They licked the ice and made delighted sounds as they went.

      Cord went over and paid, bringing one back. I took it in my good hand, tightening my grip with the stumpy one, but attempting to not strangle Rek as I ate. I bit into the ice, the flavor sweet and heady.

      “Mango?” I asked.

      I offered Rek a bite. He waved it away, looking green. "Oh, that's right. Horse dick," I said. Cord snorted.

      We took seats at a long trestle table, leaning in toward Tug.

      “Clowns are a curse set upon the world by spiteful gods,” he began.
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        * * *

      

      “Needledick shitcock dogballs motherfucker,” I said.

      Elvis, my long-suffering assistant, looking like a wrinkled ballsack and twice as old, raised an eyebrow and rustled the pages of the city’s sheet.

      “Problem?” he asked.

      “Cord,” I managed to get out without choking on my own ire.

      “Ah,” Elvis replied, as if that explained it all.

      I glared at him until he sighed and lowered the paper. “There’s more?”

      “Of course there’s more. He stole my Blackheart.”

      “How… unfortunate?”

      I flopped into the plush chair beside him and stared into the cold hearth forlornly. “Yes. I can’t complete the ritual without the Blackheart. It means years of research in the proverbial shitter.”

      “Could you hire someone to fetch him, sir?”

      I shook my head and plucked a candy from the bowl beside me, then chucked it into the fireplace.

      “Gods only know where he is at this point. Besides, not many want to bother finding him in the first place as long as he’s got that walking house in tow.”

      “Ah, Rek,” Elvis said the name as if he tasted something that smelled bad.

      I glanced over, but his tone was the only thing that betrayed his feelings. I breathed out a long sigh, and stared into the bricks of the fireplace for a long time, the dark there swirling like my thoughts. Finally, I blinked away the melancholy.

      “Nothing for it, then, Elvis. We’re going on an expedition.”

      “Indeed?”

      “Got to find another Blackheart, don’t we?”

      “Do we?”

      “We do. Else I can’t continue my experiments. And if I can’t continue my experiments, we’ll need to get real jobs. Like banking, or something.

      “Fuck, sir.”

      “Agreed.”
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        * * *

      

      There are difficulties involved in procuring certain materials for necromancy. Not the least of which being that when a necromancer enters a room, they’re treated the same way you treat that one uncle who shows up at holidays, drinks too much, and insists you take off your shirt and dance a little. Then there are the jokes.

      “What’s the difference between a necromancer and a necrophiliac?

      About six to eight inches.”

      “They put the romance in necromancer.”

      “Man walks into a doctor’s office. Says “Doc, I’m sad. I don’t find any joy in life. Food is bland. Colors are dull, I hate puppies. Can you give me something for it?

      Doc says “You’re not a fucking necromancer, are you?”

      That’s it. That’s the joke.

      So, when I entered the Association of Secret Specialists, I expected what I got. Angleman Bumfry, Lord of Whispers, sneered at the paper I’d laid on his desk.

      “A request? You were banned from requests six years ago, Tuggerson. What makes you and your raisin of a butler—”

      “Valet, sir,” Elvis interrupted with an apologetic nod.

      “What?”

      “Valet, sir. A butler performs household duties. My responsibilities are most varied and far more weighty, sir. In fact, I’ll have you know-”

      I cleared my throat. “Ixnay on the oisonpay evealray,” I said, and ran a finger across my throat.

      “Very good sir.”

      The Lord of Whispers blinked at us and opened his mouth to interrupt, but only a whisper escaped. Already, Bumfry’s face had taken on a light blue sheen, and his lips puckered and opened, puckered and opened, looking like nothing more than a winking asshole. I made a mental note to have Elvis turn in his resignation to the head of household when the time came. Bumfry’s hands beat a tattoo on the desktop, sending the paper floating to the floor, panicked wheezing escaping his throat. His eyes bulged, and with one last gasp he toppled from the chair and landed on an exquisite Inixian rug with a muffled thump. A tremendous fart followed a moment later, like punctuation on the sentence of death.

      I turned to Elvis. “That your handiwork?”

      “Yes, sir. Thought it a fitting cap for a shit of a man.”

      Doubtless you’re wondering what the conflict between us was. What horrible things had passed between us to force my hand to drastic measures. We don’t really have time for that. This is a story about me, after all. Not that dead asshole.

      I stepped over his cooling corpse and rummaged through the cubbies behind his desk. After a few long minutes of frantic searching, I emerged triumphant with a scroll. A map of the Barrow of the Iron King.

      “Ah, very good, sir,” Elvis said. “Onwards, then?”

      I grinned at him. “Onwards, Elvis.”

      A thought struck me. “Come give me a hand.”

      A sigh from behind, but dutiful as always, Elvis bent to lend help.

      “Get his pants.”

      “His pants, sir?”

      “Trust me.”

      We stripped the man’s pants off, then propped him in the chair. Some artful arrangement, and Bumfry held his cock in his dead hand.

      “Is this something other than performance art, sir?” Elvis asked.

      “Revenge,” I replied.

      A simple cantrip, and the muscles animated, the corpse slowly stroking itself. It’d do that til someone either dismembered the thing or broke the spell. Either way, someone was going to get a show. Sure, the Association was going to have opinions about what we’d done. But what’re they gonna do to a man who can cheat death?

      “Okay, now we can go, Elvis.”

      “Very well, sir.”

      He pulled the door shut behind us, our footfalls echoing down the tile hall.

      “What next, sir?”

      “We’ll need a crew. No more than three, I think.”

      “Very good sir. I’ll check the usual places.”
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        * * *

      

      Elvis has a tattoo on his arm. It’s in old Literian, which just happened to be an elective of mine in the University. It reads Skullfuck your heroes. I don’t really know what that means, and granted, I could have fucked up the translation, but I expect it means those you worship are worth as much as a warm hole. Live your own life, in other words. Dark words for a man old enough to have possibly fucked Death when they were teens, but who knows what kind of life men live in their youth? The door to the study opened, pulling me from my thoughts, and Elvis entered with two men and a woman in tow.

      I looked them over. The woman, lithe and dark-haired, the men of similar build. The men carried a thick blade and a buckler, the woman two hammers that could be easily wielded in each hand. They wore studded leather cuirasses, bracers, and greaves over tall boots. A bird perched on one man’s shoulder, a dirty-brown hawk, its eyes surveying the room. The woman stepped forward and took my hand in greeting.

      “Nia. The two over there are Hin and Bin.”

      “Twins?” I asked. They looked similar enough.

      “You’d think that,” she said. “But Bin has the bird.”

      “What’s the bird’s name?”

      “Ahh!”

      “Ahh?”

      “No, Ahh!, with an exclamation mark.”

      “Ah.”

      “No, Ahh!,” Bin snipped.

      I nodded at him. “Nice bird, asshole.”

      “Sir, you should know something…” Elvis began.

      I missed the warning however, as Bin and Hin had begun to strip weapon and armor off and stood naked in record time. Hin took Ahh! from Bin’s shoulder and placed the bird on the man’s already-engorged penis, then took to his knees. I flashed a look at Nia. She favored me with a nervous smile.

      “Sorry, short notice,” she said, as if that explained everything.

      I turned to ask Elvis what the hell was going on, but grew distracted again as Hin wrapped his lips around Bin’s cock and bobbed back and forth, back and forth, Ahh! leaping onto Hin’s head each time he reached the base of Bin’s shaft.

      Bin groaned, and the bird—look, I’m not going to tell you the rest. It went on for some time. The bird disappeared. There were positions, acrobatic and profane. At the climax, everyone moaned as if in practiced unison, caught in the throes of orgasm, and at the peak, Ahh! popped from Bin’s ass with a scream, flapping to the hearth, spraying shit across the carpet. I stared at them, stunned. I felt the tendons in my neck creak as I turned my head to fix Elvis with a glare.

      “What the fuck was that?” I asked.

      “I believe they call it the Aristocrats, sir. I tried to warn you. Best I could find on short notice.”

      I turned back to the group, slowly donning their gear again. I cleared my throat. Tried to find something to say. The best I could produce was “I stand corrected. Nice asshole bird.”
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        * * *

      

      We stood in front of a copper door set in a hillside, somewhere south of the Hestian fortress of Wa’Mar. The earth had lain untouched for centuries around the elder kings’ barrows, and as such, had grown thick with gorse and… things that look like gorse. I’m not a botanist. Shitload of plants.

      I poked the verdigris-encrusted door.

      “I thought he was the Iron King?”

      “You know men, sir,” Elvis said. “Look at how long this is. Look at how hard this is. No perspective.”

      Nia snorted behind us. I turned to the performers cum mercenaries.

      “Right, open it.”

      Hin stepped forward and squared his shoulders, stretched his neck. A panel sat in the center of the door, and he pressed it, both hands on the plate, leaning in. A click sounded from some hidden mechanism, and foot-long spikes erupted from the door, impaling the man in a spray of gore. Bin gave an impressive shriek, like that of a, well, shit-covered hawk.

      “Right. That didn’t work,” I said. “Now we got a dead guy on a stick.”

      Bin wailed from behind me, and I glared at Elvis. “Do something about that, would you?”

      Elvis sighed. “Yes, sir.”

      He trudged over while I inspected the door. The wail cut off suddenly, followed by the flap of wings, and I shot a look over my shoulder. Bin lay in a heap, face purple. Elvis stood over him with a thin needle, Nia a few feet away, one hand on a hammer, one eye glaring askance at the old man.

      “Gods, you’re a lunatic,” I said, and turned back to the door.

      “As you say, sir.”

      I stared a little longer at the door. A panel, half-hidden by overgrowth flashed in the sun, and I pulled the weeds away. It was etched in runes of High Gentian.

      “What’s it say?” Nia asked.

      “Please use side entrance.” We all shot a guilty glance at the corpses of Bin and Hin and trudged around the side of the barrow. There, a simple wooden door of fine make stood in the hill.

      “Whose turn?” I asked.

      “I believe it’s yours, sir,” Elvis said.

      “Turncoat,” I said.

      I grabbed the handle and pulled. It opened easily, hung up only by the thick weeds. Inside, it was cool and dark, the scents of loam and dust greeting us in a lazy wave. Thick cobwebs hung over the entrance, and an angry buzzing sounded from nearby. Gods only knew what else had made the barrow its home.

      “Elvis,” I said.

      The valet produced a glass vial and shook it, the liquid inside blazing to light. We stepped into the barrow, the light revealing alcoves set with fat candles, wax built up at their base. Kneeling benches ran the length of the room, and at the center, a lifesize statue of the Iron King. He was about five-foot-tall, and wide around the middle. A sword hung from his belt, and a circlet of iron enclosed his brow. As we approached, the buzzing intensified.

      “An altar to himself. How… unsurprising,” Elvis said.

      “Yep,” I said, only half-listening. I inspected the king’s upraised hand and cursed.

      “What?” Nia asked.

      “The Blackheart’s missing.”

      “Think someone took it?”

      “Maybe.”

      I looked at the door at the back of the room. “We’ll have to go deeper.”

      “That’s what she said, sir,” Elvis replied.

      Nia snickered, and we moved on, pushing the door open. A long hallway led to another door. The bones of rodents littered the floor, and the smell of blood hung heavy on the air.

      “Trap?” I asked.

      “Trap, sir,” Elvis replied.

      “Anyone got any ideas?”

      “We could push Nia in, sir.”

      “Fuck you, you toothless scrotum,” Nia replied.

      “I like her, sir.”

      “Yeah, me too. Nia, give me a hammer.”

      She handed one over, and I strolled to the king’s statue. Somewhere in the barrow, the buzzing echoed.

      “Sorry about this, your Highness,” I said, and took a swing with the hammer.

      It struck the stone of his skull with a resounding crack, splinters of rock and a small cloud of dust exploding into the room. Along with…

      “BEES!” I screamed. The statue was hollow. Some people’s rulers. I dropped the hammer and ran toward the door of the barrow, nearly braining myself on the lintel. I tripped across a kneeling bench, skinning palms and knees, and rolling over in time to see Nia swinging her hammer at the swarm.

      “No! Don’t!” I shouted in vain.

      The hammer connected with Elvis’ skull with a meaty thwack, and the old man went down, urine staining his trousers. Nia screamed again and fled into the tunnel beyond. A whickering sound echoed down the passage, and a massive blade scythed from the wall, separating her top from her bottom. The two halves fell to the ground with a wet splat. The bees, seemingly satisfied at their capacity for murder, happily buzzed out the door, leaving me with the aftermath.

      I pushed myself to my feet and made my way to a black orb glittering in the vial’s light. I picked it up. It was cold to the touch, with a feeling like I was being drawn into it. A moan behind me, and I turned. Elvis blinked up at the ceiling, and I limped over to him.

      “Ah, Elvis. You were a good man.”

      “I’m not dead yet, sir.”

      “Shh. Save your strength.”

      “Really, sir. I’m fine. Just a mild concussion.”

      “I’ll mourn you,” I said.

      Elvis sighed, and I placed the Blackheart on his chest. “Ah, the death rattle, a shame.”

      “I feel fine!”

      I chanted the required incantation, and the light in Elvis’ eyes winked out.

      “Vengeance!” I said to no one in particular.

      Then I stood, and gathered the dead.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Life. Life and light. Elvis awoke with a start. He sighed.

      “I suppose you’ve given me penises for eyes, sir?”

      “Indeed,” I said.

      “May I ask why, sir?”

      “To better see our purpose,” I said.

      “And that is?”

      “Mancin’, my friend. Mancin’.”
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        * * *

      

      “What the fuck does that have to do with clowns?” Cord asked.

      Tug shrugged. “Well, you see, a clow—"

      A rumbling sound echoed down the boardwalk, cutting off his explanation. I looked around for the source of the sound as the rumbling grew louder, joined by a CLACK CLACK CLACK. Pedestrians rushed by, crying out in alarm.

      "What the fu..." I said.

      The tall wheel at the end of the boardwalk had come unhinged from its moorings. As the thing rolled across sand and wood, it cleared a path across the boardwalk, those unfortunate enough to fall, or too slow to move involuntarily becoming one with it. As it went it left red and green and black stains on the wood.

      Those still alive in its bucket like seats cried out, prayed to deaf gods, or simply vomited, the spinning of the wheels sending it in arc like jets. As it rolled, the buckets smashed with bone-jarring force into the ground, bodies left behind like mangled footprints. Others fountained blood and gore from the spinning seats. Still others ejected limbs like a deranged float in a parade, its passengers throwing flesh instead of candy. Cord pressed us back, ankle-deep in the water as it passed. We watched it go, and he grunted, turning to look at Tug.

      The man shrugged. "This is what happens when you deregulate the dangerous amusements industry. I'm a necromancer. Not an engineer."

      “Yeah. That escalated rather quickly, Tug. You should probably lay low for a while.”

      The necromancer nodded and slipped off into the crowd.

      “Think he’s gonna be okay?” I asked.

      “The Gentians have a saying, Nenn. ‘An unhinged Ferris wheel is really just a windmill full of corpses.’”

      “So, this happens a lot here?”

      “More often than you’d think,” he said.

      “I honestly didn’t expect it to happen this time. Matter of fact, I wouldn’t expect it to happen a nonzero number of times,” I said.

      “See? That’s one more time than you’d think.”

      A wave of exhaustion crept over me, and I swayed on Rek’s back. I ached, and felt the fever fighting to take over again. My stomach heaved, and I fought the nausea off, though it made my ribs scream. Rek adjusted to keep me up, and Lux helped, placing a hand on my arm to steady me, a look of concern on her face.

      “We should probably get back,” Rek said.

      Cord nodded, lips set in a grim line. I laid my head on the big man’s shoulder and let sleep overtake me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Oh Good, That Smells Like Gangrene

          

        

      

    

    
      Days stuttered by. Light and dark. Light and dark. The passage of a rider through a glade, the canopy keeping sunlight like a jealous lover, shafts escaping in bursts of gleeful freedom. When I woke, it was to shake with cold, piling covers on myself like a waif in a snowstorm. Other times sweat rolled off me, bedclothes clinging, and I struggled to tear everything free, fighting like I’d been accosted by highwaymen, phantoms, to rid myself of the sour scents of body odor and infection. And that too. I could feel it. Despite the Aunties’ efforts, it raged through me like a summer storm. Bright as fire. Swift as a wind. Pulsing, eating. As if hate had been given teeth and a purpose. End Nenn.

      If there was a world outside that little room, I knew of it only through the light that entered through the window, the taste of the broth spooned down my throat, and the scents of my friends as they came and went. I struggled. I fought. I knew only two things: A part of me ached for finally finding my father and losing him again, and that if I survived, I was likely to lose the arm as well.

      What use was a one-armed thief? It felt like the start of a bad joke. One Cord would probably know the answer to. Knock-knock. Who’s there? Your severed arm. It was in Rek’s ass. Har har har.

      I coughed, a wracking thing that tore at my lungs and left my ribs aching. A trickle of blood slid from the corner of my lip. A gentle hand wiped it away with a soft cloth. I turned too-hot eyes to the beside. Cord sat on the chair. Nighttime, and rain hammered into the cottage glass. He leaned back.

      “The Aunties are gone. Fucked off somewhere. Rek and Lux wanted to be here, but I had to give them something to do.” He sighed, watched the rain.

      I knew then that life was winding around me. The sands in my hourglass were running out. I hitched a breath, felt a throb in my shoulder. I knew they’d taken the arm anyway. I didn’t care. Tears pricked the corners of my eyes.

      “Tell me a story,” I told him.

      Cord took a deep breath. “Okay, then. Listen close. This is a story of a parent that would do anything for their children.”
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        * * *

      

      Her paws were cold, and her feet crunched in the snow as she walked. The crust under her claws was unreliable, sometimes holding her weight, sometimes punching through and sending her into an uneven gait that caused her to sink into powder as high as her chest. When it happened, she would blow it away from her face with a snort, the ends of her whiskers tingling as ice crystals brushed against them, and dig in, her back legs kicking until she was on top again. It would tire her, and she'd stop when she reached a solid point, panting gently, stopping to lap at the powder until enough melted in her mouth, and she could ease the aching itch in her throat.

      Wind stirred the powder, sending it swirling and spiraling in whorls and eddies, and shaking the boughs above her. Fat clods of snow fell from the branches and hit the ground with thick plopping sounds. Above her, a black bird shifted on its branch and fluttered its wings, trying to settle. It sighed.

      "Will you not rest, Old Mother?"

      It was the birds' name for her, though she had been known by many. Waabishki-ma'iingan by the tall hunters in the summers, Long Fang by her packmates, and Ingashi by her litter, though they were long grown and in packs of their own these days. To the moon she had always simply been Grey, sister and daughter; mother, maiden, and crone. She craned her neck, catching the scents of deer and rabbit on the wind, and stared at the bird. She knew him only as Ebon.

      "Over this next rise. We need to make better time. Maybe if you fly ahead. You can see if the pack is there."

      Ebon sighed again and fluttered his wings, then launched himself from the branch, sending more snow pattering to the ground. For a moment, the flap of his wings was loud in the clearing, and then they were gone. Grey settled on her haunches, watching the moon filter through the boughs overhead, sending skeletal fingers reaching into the white, a chiaroscuro sketch of murky futures. She lifted her head and sniffed, thinking maybe she would smell the dry dusting of Ebon's feathers, or the carrion scent that clung to the hook of his beak, the points of his talons.

      Too soon, she thought. Age and hunting had taught her patience in most things, but never in her need to be near family. Her mind drifted a little - it did that more these days, time unmooring and sending her down faded paths.

      Blue-Eye had appeared in the spring grain, full of chest and tall, his withers wide and his teeth sharp. She had set her paws in the mud, green shoots tickling the pads, and lowered her head, her mouth set, her legs wide. She let a low rumble escape her chest, the sound like rocks tumbling in a stream. He paused and turned his head, one blue eye shining over his thick muzzle, the other a circle of fur bounded by a thick seam of scar. He turned his head and opened his mouth, tongue lolling out, as though he thought her challenge amusing.

      Grey bounded forward, intending to teach him that she had little to do with joking, and more to do with keeping intruders from her pack. She leapt, and he stepped out of the way, banging his head into her ribs, and bringing his paws onto her side. She coughed out a surprised bark as she landed on her back in the mud, and he nipped her throat - not enough to draw blood, but a message, nonetheless. She lay still, waiting, and he licked her face once, then tore off through the tall grass. A fierce sort of something rose in her, and she found her feet and gave chase, wheat whipping by to either side, his musk in her nose, his hard breath ahead of her.

      And then - and then there he was, waiting, and she rolled him this time, catching his throat in her jaws, a playful growl escaping her. After a moment, she let up, and he bounced to his feet. They stared at one another, that striking blue eye honest, and came together.

      The memory faded, and Grey looked to the sky. Stars, unseen before, peeked through cracks in the clouds. There was a story her people told themselves sometimes, after a hunt, when the elders would lie in warm circles, and the pups wrestled among the pines. It was the story of Amarok. They said when the world was all forest, before the tall hunters, it was full of prey. Others abided there, the bear and the hawk, and darker - the wendigo and the alakwis. They said that when Amarok was just a pup, the wendigo took his father and gave him a hunger that he could only sate with his people's flesh. Wild and alone, Amarok's father - Rust - fled to the wood, fearful that he should swallow his family and devour his pups.

      In time, he was all but forgotten as the pack moved on, though it was said they could hear him moving behind them always, his paws scrabbling on the rough bark shed by ancient trees, claws clicking on stony hillsides. They whispered they could hear his rough growl behind the gorse and heather, and glimpse his shadow, hunched by hunger behind the thick maples. So, they moved, always moving, not letting He Who Lurks catch their throats.

      Then, they began to fall. First, the old and infirm. Packmates rendered slow by the river of time, hobbled by nature, or sick with any number of things that could creep up and take the honorable in a dishonorable way. No one said more than was necessary. No one slowed their pace. It was the Way. The Way said you moved on. And on. And those who fell were left behind. Not forgotten, not discarded. Their time had come, and it was up to the Mother to reclaim them. There was no dishonor in death, for it came for all.

      But Amarok knew better. He saw better. He saw how when the weak fell, a shadow fell over them. He saw jaws, dark and red, reach from the dark places between boles and snatch a leg, tear a tendon. And still he ran with the pack.

      It was a clear night when his father came among them, sleeping in their groups. He stalked among the kits and whelplings, and his head would dip, coming back up with jaws working. He had grown lean in the intervening years. His ribs stood out in stark relief, his spine bristling. Rust's eyes held a yellowish sheen, his teeth stained brown, and his saliva ran in rivulets from half-open jaws. Madness had settled in him like a thorn in flesh, and as his head swiveled side to side, he saw only prey - an entire world for the eating.

      Amarok stood, and approached, head down, teeth bared. His father, if he recognized his son, slavered and snapped, and opened his jaws wide, a maw that reeked of black death and rot. Seeing his chance, Amarok dove in, for his father was huge - the largest wolf that had lived until that point - and Amarok fit between his teeth easily. He traveled down his father's slick throat, into the furnace of his stomach. Once there, he ripped and tore, he rent and bled his father among the corpses of his littermates, and with a final howl, tore free of the beast's stomach, rebirthed in savagery.

      When the other wolves saw what he had done, they voiced their joy to the moon, the Mother, and she took notice. For each thing that Rust had devoured, she placed their souls in the sky and set them to burn so that all would know the good Amarok had done.

      "Amarok. It is a good story."

      The wolf that stood apart from her was black, his eyes the green of the forest in summer. He settled to his haunches in the shadow between two great oaks. Grey watched him warily. She was not startled, though she hadn't heard him approach, and was not surprised, though he seemed to know her thoughts. Grey had lived long enough to know that things worked that way in the world. There were certainly more things beneath the stars and between the shadows of the trees than could be accounted for, even in her long life.

      "I am waiting for my friend," she replied, as if that explained everything.

      The black wolf looked out toward the rolling hills in the distance, trees clinging to them like bristling hairs. Snow had begun to drift down again in lazy see-saws.

      "It may be a while."

      Grey sniffed the air again and smelled only ice on the wind and the hours-old passage of prey. "My pack..." she began.

      "Will be fine without you for a while." It was the black wolf's turn to raise his head and sniff slightly at the air.

      "Tell me, Old Mother, aren't you tired?"

      The question rankled her. It was not their way to complain. Of the heat, or of the snow. Of the scarcity of the hunt, or the ache from old wounds. It was not their way to give voice to doubt or pain, or to whisper even to the wind of the way their joints ached with age, the way their paws no longer gripped tight to rocky land, or the way their vision sometimes blurred when something moved too fast before them. Despite that, all those things were true, and she kept her silence.

      Instead, she turned her thoughts to Blue-Eye. She thought of his humor and his strength, his ferocity. She thought of the time they cornered a bear who had been harassing the fringes of the pack, snapping and snarling, pushing it back despite its size. And Blue-Eye, stupid, brave, funny Blue-Eye, had grown bold. He moved too close, lunging at the beast's midsection, and it swatted him. It hammered him back like a tail would swat a fly, and red fell, carmine and bloody in its fierceness. When they found her, she was bleeding, her ribs ached, and her leg would not support her weight. And beside her, the bear, its throat a ruin. Despite the pain, she stood over Blue-Eye, stood until she could no more, and when darkness fell, laid her head on the still-soft mat of his fur, resting until his soul burned among the stars.

      Her thoughts turned to her cubs, loyal to pack and family, strong and good. They led packs of their own now - Sharp-Tooth and Little Bear and Red Sister. She thought of the days they frolicked in the long grass, and through crisp castoff leaves in autumn. She thought of the times she had brought down countless deer and rabbit, moving aside to share the kill, of the times she could only find squirrel or vole, and went hungry herself that they might be full and warm a night.

      "Your love, your children. Where would they be without you?" He stood and paced a slow circle around her, passing into light and shadow, light and shadow. "Would things have gone differently? Have you only spared them what fate might have allowed given time?"

      She growled then and bared her fangs. They were still sharp, despite age, her jaws still strong.

      "Rest, Old Mother, rest and let time do its work. You need not worry. Time and age and the wind bring change to all things. Surely, you are tired?"

      Even as he spoke, she felt the ache of years in her hips, the weight of a paunch gained from children, the soreness of teats that had never healed all the way after whelping. She felt them, and ignored them, and pushed herself to her feet, bracing against the shooting pain from the scars above her ribs.

      "Yet you stand." The sound that followed was a sigh. "Come then, Old Mother. Come and test your teeth against my throat."

      She moved, fast, but he was faster, and her jaws only scraped him while he snapped in and opened a wound in her leg. Crimson spattered white snow, steaming slightly in the chill night. She limped to the side and let him come at her, his head low, wide like a viper's. She let him bull in, teeth opening a new wound on her scars, and she twisted, lowering her jaws, closing them tight around his throat. He yelped, and tried to pull away, but she held on tight despite his claws raking at her, front and back, making a red ruin of her fur. Grey shook her head, a mixture of snarl and whimper escaping her lips. Still, the black wolf fought her, opening wound upon wound as he struggled from her jaws.

      For his part, it was useless. These were jaws that had felled countless prey, that had torn the throat from the beast who took her lover. They were jaws that had protected and killed for her cubs. She shook her head one last time, the action sending a ripple of pain up her spine, and with a final crack, the other wolf went limp. He ceased to struggle, and she dropped the limp bundle of fur.

      Grey paced a few steps, and sagged to the snow, not caring that beneath her it grew warm and sticky, thick with her blood. She looked up, to the stars, and one among them winked blue. She chuffed out a soft greeting. Somewhere distant, drawing closer, like a chinook through the trees, came the sound of wings. After a moment, Ebon landed near.

      "My pack?"

      He cocked his head, taking in the scene. He processed it, then took it in stride. "Further, just beyond the hills."

      "Thank you." She pushed herself to her feet, her body aching. She thought of the pack, alone in the night, and walked, the raven close behind.
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        * * *

      

      Cord’s voice trailed off. He heaved a breath, sighed, and left the room. I felt death creep in, but I had nothing left to give. I’d felt my time slip even as Cord spoke, and now could only close my eyes.
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      “I told you you’d be back.”

      Fela’s voice held a hint of mockery, a trace of amusement. I cursed under my breath. I was well and truly dead, then.

      She appeared behind me, as before. Breath in my ear.

      “Not yet, daughter. Not yet. A thin strand. The barest hint of a gossamer thread connects this life to that one. So once again, I come to you with a bargain.”

      The scenes of my life played out in a blur, though I understood and remembered each. And near the end, the lessons Cord had drilled into me, the family I had made. Anger, bright and hot, slipped into my spirit, and I snapped my head back. I felt my skull connect with Fela’s, and registered distant surprise that the stuff of spirit was solid as flesh and bone.

      She staggered back, and I spun, leaping atop her, bearing her to the ground. She squealed as my fingers sought her face, fending me off with forearms. I brought my knees up to batter her ribs, elbows striking downward.

      We struggled, briefly, and then, as if a child who tired of playing with a favored toy, she pushed me off and stood, smoothing her clothing.

      “Enough,” she said.

      The command was simple, spoken in a level voice. And yet I found myself unable to move. It was her turn to straddle me, and she did so, lowering her face—bone and flesh, bone and flesh—until it hovered over mine. The literal specter of death.

      “I tire of your childishness, daughter. I have done everything for you. I move the stars for no one, and yet, here, I have shifted worlds. Now accept my offer, or rot in the frozen hells.”

      I glared at her. The defiant part of me wanted to spite her, to let her send me to the Ghen, to decay in cold eternity. And yet. My family. Oros. The end of all things. I wasn’t delusional enough to believe myself a chosen one, or even one whose small firefly of a life mattered in the long night of existence. But I did believe in family. I’d just found my father, my best friend, and my lover. Each were more than I’d ever expected or asked out of life, and I’d be damned if I’d give that up so easily.

      “Name your price,” I said.

      “Something escaped me some time ago. Something dear to me. I would prefer it not float about in the worlds.”

      “And my part?”

      “Bring it back, and I will gift you life. I will gift you strength. Perhaps, I will even gift you an arm. Providing you don’t lose yourself.”

      I didn’t know what the last part meant, but I was beyond caring. “Done,” I spat.

      She leaned in, her breath in my face. Cold, smelling of juniper and wet earth. She kissed me, soft on the lips. The world faded out.
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        * * *

      

      I had come here for something. Hadn't I? A more pressing question weighed on me, though. Who am I? I looked down at my clothing. Rough leather, comfortable, not too loose. Sharp blades. A bag containing - I glanced inside - tools, of some sort. So, some sort of workman - a guard, a tradesman? But why the blades? This was a dangerous place. Maybe that was why I was in this cave -- clearing it out? Were there beasts in here? Something left from before? Before what? Worse, something waiting? I pulled the blade free, suddenly anxious. It fit my hand well, the balance good. It looked worn, like it had seen plenty of use. So, maybe I was a warrior. I took a step forward, and something moved in the darkness. I wished for a light, and the ceiling above took on a slight glow.

      I was in a deep room, the walls distant and dark. Movement came again from somewhere in the black. I shouldered the pack to free up my movement. What could be out there? What sort of things did warriors fight? My mind conjured up rats and bears and wolves, but those things were rare in places this deep, and seemed more prey for hunters than warriors. The thing moved again, a slithering sound. I stepped back, the light following me. Why was I here?

      What slithered into the light was grotesque, a long coil of tail pushing its massive bulk along. Four arms hung from a bloated torso. Its chins dripped saliva, its eyes were the square gold of a goat’s. Coins glittered on its skin, embedded deep into the folds, and more gold clanked in chains from its neck. Jeweled rings encircled each finger, and claws the black of obsidian sprouted from its fingertips. It moved forward unhurriedly, beady eyes above plump jowls questing in the dark. They fell on me, and I cringed back, blade shaking slightly.

      "Put your blade away." Its voice held a sibilant quality.

      "Why would I do that?"

      "Because I mean you no harm."

      "You'll forgive me if I don't believe you."

      The demon spread its hands to either show they were empty, or to concede the point. It stopped a few feet from me, coiling its tail into a cushion and settling its torso on it. I eyed the claws on the beast's hands. Its massive arms looked solid despite the weight of fat on them. I tightened my grip on the knife, despite the sweat that slicked it.

      "What do you want?" I asked.

      "You're a woman who knows the value of coin, yes?" The 's' was drawn out, echoing in the deep room.

      "I don't know what I am."

      "Then take my word for it. You are a bargainer. A survivor. An appreciator of true value in all things."

      "Fine. What's that got to do with us?"

      The demon spread its hands again. "You have made a bargain."

      Something in the hazy recesses of my mind shone back at those words, a glint of light on glass, or steel. The words rang true. I let the tip of the knife drop.

      "Are you here to collect then? Because I don’t know what I owe."

      The demon shook its head. "I am here to extend your deal."

      "How? Why?"

      "You stand in the demesne of the first gate of death, that which is called Nepenthe. It means 'forgetting'. You have two choices. Move forward, accept the deal. Or, refuse, and die.” It paused.

      "Not much of a choice is it?"

      The demon shrugged and sucked air between its teeth. I saw they were fashioned from gold, and studded with small diamonds. "That is...rather complicated."

      "How complicated can it be? You want my soul, right?"

      "Nothing so petty."

      "Then what? Speak clearly--this shit's wearing on me."

      "She wants your faith. You take her mark, and in return she will grant you all you need. In return, if you survive, sometime in the future, you honor her."

      “Her?”

      “The Bitch Queen. Lady of Sorrow. The Cold Hand. She has many names.”

      “And which one should I use?”

      “Mother, perhaps.”

      I made a face on instinct. “Any other? Or is that all you got?”

      "It is one that will serve. Now you stall. What is your answer?"

      I thought only a moment. I had obviously come here for something. The conversation also told me I owed someone else something. My gut told him that reneging on the deal might get my skin separated from my body like a boiled tuber. I nodded, and sheathed the blade. The demon uncurled, slithering close. When it was near enough to touch, it reached out a claw, the talon hovering over my missing arm. I steeled myself.

      "I won't lie. This will hurt," the demon said, and plunged the claw into my stump.

      I screamed, and cursed Fela for sending me into this gods-forsaken shithole. I reached for my blade, intending to amputate the demon's hand, but the beast had vanished, the room suddenly light. My shirt had been sliced neatly open, and under it, the skin of my shoulder marked with a scar shaped like a coin. I breathed a sigh of relief at the demon's departure, despite the cold feeling in my gut that came with being forced into a corner and headed for the door in the far wall. This one made of obsidian, the stone glossy in the low light. I pushed, it opened easily, and I stepped through.
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        * * *

      

      I resurfaced from that other place. A part of me ached from the demon’s touch on my heart. A part of me just wanted to go home.

      “I don’t know what you wanted. The demon left before I could question him about your item. I’ve failed,” I said into the dark.

      Fela appeared from the black, walking a slow circle around me. Where she drifted into visibility, her skin became translucent. I saw the fine bones of her skull beneath her flesh.

      “Did you?” She asked.

      “Enough riddles,” I said.

      “You’ve returned my possession, as asked.”

      I looked at my arm, the mark on the stump. “Am I yours, then?”

      Fela laughed, the sound like fine glass breaking. “Oh, daughter. Everyone is mine in the end.”

      She disappeared. I stood, alone again. She whispered as the dark closed in, her lips close to my ear, her breath a wisp of a breeze against my neck.

      “Our bargain is fulfilled.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Bow Chicka Bow Wow

          

        

      

    

    
      I sat upright, gasping, cold still clutching my limbs. The room was empty, and I was stark naked. A woman couldn’t even die with dignity around here. I looked down, at the scars that decorated my body. At the moles and freckles and bruises. At the smooth and whole flesh and ran my fingers over it.

      My left hand came forward, unbidden and I nearly jumped out of my fuckin’ skin. It was unlike anything I’d seen before, and I inspected my arm with a morbid detachment. It was white bone, as though my arm had been stripped to the skeleton. A frame of silver rods and cables etched with runes I couldn’t read supported it, and bands of gold, etched with the same writing, wrapped the bone itself every few inches.

      I flexed the fingers experimentally, waved the arm around. It felt natural, though it looked otherwise, and I abruptly stood from the bed, searching for clothing. My things lay piled on a nearby stand, and I pulled on the trousers and tunic, the belt for my blades, and my boots. I stretched and took a deep breath. Whatever else Fela had done for me, I felt good. Like myself again. I checked myself one last time and left the room.

      I opened the door and stepped out. Rek sat beside the door in a chair, dozing peacefully. I laid my hand on his shoulder. He opened his eyes, still groggy, blinked.

      “Hi Nenn.”

      He closed his eyes, took a breath. Two. Then leaped from the chair, a full foot back.

      “MOTHERFUCK1,” he screamed.

      Two more doors opened, and Lux rushed out, naked as a summer sky, Cord from another room, equally nude. Lux’s hands lit up with arcane power, and heat lit my belly. It was immediately extinguished as a naked Cord rushed me, wrapping me in an embrace and lifting me from the ground.

      “NENN!” he shouted.

      I squirmed, trying to free myself. I was doing my best to avoid his flopping parts as he crushed me in a bear hug. Lux let her power go and gave me a smirk while I struggled.

      “Lemme down! You’re squishing me!” is what I tried to say. What came out was “’Emme down! U’re quishing me!”

      Cord laughed and let me go, and I immediately backed away, beside Rek.

      “Blech. Bleecch,” I said.

      Cord tipped his head. “Are you okay?”

      Rek pointed. “Um.”

      I nodded. “Pants. For the love of the gods, pants, you aardvark.”

      Lux snorted a laugh, and Cord managed to look embarrassed, disappearing into his room long enough to throw some clothes on. I gave Lux a look, and she grinned, then turned to do the same. She paused in the doorway long enough to catch me watching her go and shot a wink over her shoulder before disappearing inside.

      “I’ve uh, got something to do,” I said, and followed her.

      The door closed behind me, and I heard Rek mutter. “More like someone to do.”

      Only a single candle lit the room. I looked to the bed where Lux reclined nude. Her pale skin glowed a soft gold with the flame, her hair spread across a pillow. I shed my clothes and climbed onto the bed, straddling her. I felt her heat, and my head dipped, taking a pink nipple into my mouth, rolling it around with lips and tongue. She moaned, hips raising from the bed, and pulled me to her. Our lips met, and we kissed, fire in our mouths, between our legs.

      When the kiss ended, she pulled me close.

      “Missed you,” she whispered into my ear.

      “You too,” I said.

      The rest was slick heat and sweet taste, fire and water and flesh and soft cries in the dark.

      When we reappeared, Cord took me in a gentler hug. He held it for a moment, and then Rek took his turn.

      We made our way to a spacious dining room, taking up places around a table while Rek bustled in the kitchen.

      “Arm?” Cord asked.

      I pushed up my sleeve, and he whistled.

      “Nice,” he said.

      Lux leaned in, inspecting the runic script. “Hm. I’m not exactly sure what these do. They’re similar to old Tvint writing. Some of it keeps the contraption together and working.”

      “The rest?” I asked.-

      I was having trouble concentrating. The smells coming from the kitchen were making my stomach rumble in a horrifyingly loud fashion.

      She shrugged. “A lot of wibbly-wobbly magic-wagic type stuff.”

      “Scholarly,” Cord said.

      “You read it, then,” she quipped.

      “I just want to know if she’s going to be suddenly possessed, or you know… explode.”

      “Explode? I don’t wanna explode,” I said.

      “You won’t explode,” Lux said, patting my arm. “Probably.”

      “What?”

      Rek dropped a plate of flat cakes in front of us, a tub of butter, and a jar of some sort of preserve. He added another plate heaped with bacon and poured us cups of coffee. I was already half-through the first flat cake, having smothered it with strawberry jam and butter. I shoved two pieces of bacon in my mouth and chewed furiously.

      “What is this?” Cord asked between bites.

      “I call them Rekflaps2,” Rek said.

      Cord choked and spat the cake on the floor.

      “Little unfortunate, isn’t it?” Lux asked.

      “What would you call them?” he asked around a mouthful.

      “Heaven,” I mumbled, and took another.

      “You made ‘em in a pan, right?” Cord asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “What about panflats?”

      “What about shut up so I can eat?” I said and grabbed another.

      They fell to, and before long, we’d emptied the plates. I leaned back, and Cord lit his pipe.

      “Gods bless the Aunties,” he said.

      We all nodded in assent. I finally felt like a human again and stared out the cottage window. The day hadn’t yet broken but was crisp with the smells of wildflower and sea, and fresh cooking. I considered my new arm and thought maybe Cord had a point. I’d been desperate to make the bargain. I just wondered what the long cost was. I looked around the table.

      “I missed you all. But I want you to know that if I lose my shit because of this fucking arm, you’re to cut it off me or kill me. Got it?”

      There was an uncomfortable moment of silence, then as one, they agreed.

      “You’re a real downer sometimes, you know that?” Cord asked.

      “And you’re a dangerous lunatic sometimes. But we’re family.”

      “Aye,” Rek said. “To family.”

      He raised his cup and we joined him.

      “To family,” we echoed.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s it like out there?” I asked, after everyone had time to rest.

      “A shitshow,” Rek said.

      Cord nodded. “There’s a saying in old Vignon. What doesn’t kill you will likely leave you crippled and bitter.”

      “What a weird time to bring that up,” Lux said.

      Cord sighed in exasperation. “What I’m saying is that the city is practically crippled at this point. It’s certainly angry and bitter.”

      “So, what’s the plan?” I asked.

      “We make it worse, of course.”

      “How?” Rek asked.

      “I’m assuming we can all agree the why is moo now?” Cord asked.

      Rek and Lux nodded. I held up a hand.

      “Hold up just a fucking second. Did you say it’s a moo point?”

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “It’s moot.”

      “No, it’s moo. Like a cow’s opinion. It doesn’t matter. It’s moo.”

      “You are shitting me,” I said.

      “I would never shit you. You’re my favorite turd.”

      I threw my hands up. “Anyway.”

      “Anyway,” Cord agreed. “Before they fucked off—presumably to resume their role as a thorn in the Triad’s side, the Aunties were kind enough to drop off our evening wear.”

      “We’re still doing this?” I asked.

      He nodded. “I know it seemed like only a small gap in time for you, but we’ve lost three days. The gala is this weekend. We need to get everything in place.”

      “So,” Rek prompted.

      “So, Rek and Nenn need to cause a distraction. A great big elephant tripping balls distraction. To that end, they’ll be coordinating the uprising while you and I hobnob with the lunatics.”

      I frowned, trying to make sense of the timeline here. “Okay, a little slower. There are a lot of moving parts.”

      “You and I attend the ball. Rek will go to the former slaves and enlist Kina’s help. Lux will do what Lux does and set fire to something. Preferably something beloved. That’ll be the straw that breaks this disgusting camel’s back. In the meantime, you and I will grab the keys from the Triad, causing another distraction on the way out. We’ll meet at the treasury, crack it open, and let the city burn while we take the money and run.”

      I felt like we were forgetting something. “What about Oros?” I asked.

      He managed to look uncomfortable and muttered something.

      “What?” Lux asked. Cord shot her a look.

      “I said that’s part of our distraction.”

      “What?” I echoed.

      “We’re going to draw him in and murder him in front of his worshippers.”

      “Seems ballsy,” Rek said.

      “Seems stupid,” I amended. “You mean to draw a god to a seat of his power and attempt to end him?”

      “If it’s stupid and it works, is it still stupid?” he asked.

      “How do you know it’s going to work?” I asked.

      “I invented Dead Man’s Hand, didn’t I?”

      I groaned. I could think of better examples than a story where everyone but Cord dies.

      “Come on,” he said. “Trust me.”

      The rest of table joined me in the groan.
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      The gown fit impeccably, and once again, I wondered if Cord had measured me in my sleep, or if the tailor was just a genius. It was a pale ivory, studded with pearl and sweeping with lace, the skirts loose enough to allow movement, the corset built to hide things in. Much like the last gown I’d worn, it had been modified to hold blades, and I slipped a sizable number into the tresses and trews, and the belts on my thighs.

      For his part, Cord looked every bit the dashing gentleman. He’d had a haircut and a shave, and despite his scars, his olive skin accented by the simple black suit. His hair swept back in the local style, and his beard trimmed to a neat goatee, both oiled and smoothed to perfection. I brushed the wrinkles from his lapels while he pinned a single rose to my breast.

      “Well done,” he said. “You clean up nice.”

      “Same to you.”

      “Endgame, then?” he said. “Ready?”

      I took a breath, flexed my bone and metal arm. He’d insisted I leave it bare. Morbidity of the ruling class and all that.

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “Then let’s draw a little blood,” he said.

      He hooked his arm and inclined his head. “Daughter.”

      I linked mine with it. “Father.”

      We stepped out the door and into the waiting night.
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        * * *

      

      While I’d been out, Cord had procured a carriage for us. It was somewhat heartening to know that while he thought me dead, he still intended to break the city. A year ago, I wouldn’t have thought so, but exposure to the world’s ills had honed my rage, brought it to the fore. I had thought all these people, milling about, living their lives, once innocent. I knew better now. No one was innocent. No one was blameless. If you didn’t pick up a sword or a rope or a torch, and you let those in power subjugate and break and slaughter those without, you were part of the problem. And those who exacerbated it? Long overdue to rot in the sun. I thought of the little girl under the city, sick, maimed, and clenched my fists involuntarily.

      “You should know something going in,” Cord said, interrupting my thoughts.

      We had just left the seaside outskirts of Vignon behind and entered the city proper.

      “Whatever you did in the Deadlands broke the lie the Harrowers held over the city. It’s going to be different than what you remember.”

      I peered out the window. The city shone with strings of light, but the dim ambiance only added to the sinister aspect. A patina of grime marred white walls and clean lines. The statues over the river, once proud men, had been defaced, their heads carved into the tips of penises. Residents not chained to a well-dressed owner, or well-dressed themselves, were scrawny and fearful, dirty clothing hanging on painfully thin frames. Guards patrolled constantly, setting their monstrous hybrids on anyone who looked even slightly like they might step out of line.

      A palpable air of fear and resentment hung about the city. The talking boxes everyone once clamored to use stood as rotted stalks on filthy corners, decaying scraps of flesh and organs heaped around them like corpse shrines. I watched as a cautious cat slunk from an alley, only for shadows to coalesce around it. It yowled, and tried to sprint, but a pack of dick spiders chased it down, piling on until it was immobile. I shuddered and closed the curtain before I could see more.

      “What are they even celebrating?” I asked.

      “What does every tinpot dictator celebrate?” Cord replied. “Themselves. It’s the ultimate paen to ego. This sort of power is the closest thing man ever gets to being a god. I give and take, and you are but a pawn on the board. I am the alpha and the omega, and you are my bitch.

      “You’d think with that much responsibility, they’d take the stewardship of life seriously. Do they? No. Fuck no. It’s always about how they can have more. More money, more power, more places to spill their seed. Because I am here, and you are not, so I am special, and you are not, and that gives me the right to pull or snip whatever strands fate has woven for you. And I’ll show you why it’s true in case you get ideas. Here is my army. Here is my wealth. Here is my power. Who is like a god? Who will make war with a god?”

      “Who indeed?” I asked.

      “Us, that’s fucking who,” Cord said, and grinned. In the half-light, it looked feral.

      I returned the grin, and we exited the carriage. The gates of the Houses of the Holy stood wide open. Three buildings, still white amid the filth, each connected by simple breezeways held the middle of the hill, towers reaching upward. Behind them, another tower, thicker, more phallic, thrusting upward. The High Harrower’s residence. A line of footmen waited to help us down, the guests and their slaves waiting in an orderly line. Even the thralls dressed in impressive clothing, the iron collars the only concession that the monsters beside them owned a human life, whole cloth.

      I suppressed my rage as we climbed the stairs in slow procession, finally reaching the doorman. He waved us through, and I marveled at the arrogance of a ruling party that thought they didn’t need guards.

      The interior of the House was black marble. Walls, floor, ceiling. Flecks of silver sparkled in the dim directionless light—some sort of enchantment—making the embedded metal sparkle like stars and giving the hall the feel of a corridor of the night sky. The hall stretched ahead for a way, and some guests had stopped to chat, or rest already sore feet. They gathered in tight groups, wearing domino masks and flashing us glances as we passed. Their slaves stood in stiff rows against the walls, eyes averted. They bore scars and tattoos of ownership, and in some cases, fresh wounds and little else. Their owners had come expecting debauchery and dressed them accordingly.

      We passed rooms that flanked the main hall, and I glanced in a couple as we walked. In one where men took turns alternating between kneeling and standing, the standing group pissing on the kneeling, and vice-versa. In another room, men strained to fellate themselves to the cheers of a gaggle of onlookers. In another, slaves made to fuck. In yet another, owners fucking their slaves. In the last, men and women fucking pigs. The sounds were indescribable, the smells revolting. My mind refused to parse what I was seeing, but each new scene ignited another fire in my guts, and I struggled to keep the rage down.

      Power was no excuse for abuse. For subjugation. For depredation. There were lines. Lines in the sand never meant to be crossed. You can argue the gray areas all you want, but some actions are carved in stone and dyed in blood so dark as to be black. I knew that what we did wasn’t perfect. For some people, it might even be considered insanity. But arguing the moral value of pacificism over violence when one side has no such moral qualms is what I like to call ‘giving yourself a blowjob with allergies’. It’s a dangerous game, and one sneeze is all it takes to bite your own cock off.

      Cord put a hand on my shoulder, as if he sensed my mood. He leaned in.

      “Just keep smiling,” he said through clenched teeth.

      I gave him a grimace and he nodded. “Terrifying. You’ll fit right in here.”

      The hall opened into a massive room, the marble continuing, soaring upward, making it seem as if the vault of the sky had cracked and now leaked toward the sun. More of the slaves and aristocracy gathered here, milling about, chatting, or mingling. The rich held elegant drinks in their hands, or simple foods pulled from circulating trays. Their slaves knelt or crawled at their owner’s whim.

      The center of the room was given over to hardwood parquet laid in a wide square. The aristocracy danced in elegant swoops, and Cord pulled me onto the floor. We were swept along to the sound of violins and cellos, and Cord led in a dance that spun and swirled my skirts and made the stars above swirl. I clung to him for that moment, my father, strong and sure, and smelled his mild cologne, the scent of his hair. I wondered what it would have been like having a normal childhood.

      Then the dance ended, and it turned into a sprightly jig. Cord led me off the floor. Two men and a woman stood at the front of the room, wearing the rough robes of their vocation, each pale and bald, sunken eyes staring from hollow faces. The woman wore a spine around her shoulders like a stole, the men a pair of matched feet, the soles withered and black. The woman spotted us and smiled, a hideous thing, and made her way over to me while the men beelined for Cord.

      “Here they come,” he muttered. “The shitbrick brigade.”

      “Wait,” I said, and gripped his arm in a panic. “How the hell are they not going to recognize us?”

      “Evil is very stupid,” he said. He put on a smile, and I followed suit. The woman Harrower reached me first, taking my right hand in her cold ones. Her flesh was thin and waxy. No recognition shone in her eyes, and I thanked Camor silently that for once, Cord wasn’t full of shit.

      “The Phlanges! Cord and Nenn, I believe? How nice to meet you! You must be a girl, with shoes like that,” she said, looking at my heels.

      I grinned. “Yes, but my name is Dagger,” I said.

      Confusion crossed her features for a moment. Cord interceded.

      “Family name. She’s old-fashioned.”

      The woman recovered her composure and glanced at my arm, changing the subject smoothly.

      “What a remarkable appendage. Truly fascinating. Come, walk with me.”

      Unlike other Harrowers I’d met, her voice was nearly normal. I guessed she hadn’t had occasion to do much Harrowing herself. I glanced from the corner of my eye and saw the men leading Cord away, deep in conversation.

      “We’ve been waiting some time for you, you know.”

      “You have?”

      A chill passed through me. I thought of Midian and Orlecht and Ferd. I wondered how much they knew. My hands crept toward my daggers.

      “Oh, yes! When we got word that the most successful traders in the Five Seas region were in town, we just had to meet you.”

      She walked as she talked, leading me out of the room.

      “How do you do it?” she asked.

      “The… trading?” I asked.

      “You’re so modest. Of course, the trading. Flesh is so hard to successfully buy, sell, and ship. It breaks, it sickens, it rots. And the Veldt, with their antiquated ideas of freedom.” She laughed, a tinkling sound. “No matter. In time they too will see the right of it. If one was not to be owned by another, surely one would possess the means to avoid the situation altogether.”

      “Surely,” I said, picturing all the ways I could scoop this woman’s eyes from her head.

      We turned a corner and stepped into a side room. Unlike the House proper, it was richly appointed, with burgundy rugs and dark woods. Brass accents marked the metals in the room, and crystal made up the glass. A pair of curtains hid something on the wall.

      “Where did your brothers take Cord?” I asked, trying to affect an air of nonchalance.

      “We understand your partner dabbles in mercenaries. We had hoped to recruit him for an upcoming project. But you and I, we’re women. Men with their swords and their phalluses. Pah. What we’re in here is the business of life. Improving it.”

      I raised an eyebrow and took a seat on one of the richly appointed chairs, crossing my legs. My skirts rose a little, exposing enough leg that I would have little trouble reaching the knives beneath. The Harrower noticed the expanse of flesh and gave a small smirk.

      “Impressive.” She licked her lips and shook herself. “As I was saying. We are in the business of improving life. It’s sacred to us, is it not? The womb, so easy to quicken. So fertile. But the problem, and you’ll forgive me for using so base a word, is that anyone can spring from it. We can’t have that. The subpar, just being born, like common cattle.”

      I ground my teeth and sucked in a breath.

      “Do I trouble you with my callousness then?” she asked. “You must forgive me. There is a reckoning coming. A cleansing. We cannot have the… deviant polluting our new nation.”

      “Surely you’ll need a workforce?” I asked.

      “Ah! That is what I wanted to show you!” she grew animated, and grabbed a golden cord beside the curtains, tugging hard.

      They split, opening to each side and revealing a window into a stark room. Bodies lay in rows on stone tables, covered with pustules the size of my head. In each, a pus-like fluid, and swimming in it, a fetus.

      “This is the fate of the subpar flesh we are given. Each is utilized to its own true potential, growing and nurturing perfection. Perfect flesh from broken. Strong. Well-formed. Compliant.” She turned, hands clasped before her lips, admiring her work1.

      My mind recoiled, and the rage in me finally let loose. I stood and drew my blades.
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      “Rek, do this thing. Rek, do that thing.”

      Muttering to myself wasn’t helping my mood. I should’ve realized a while back that Cord had me do the things because he was small and a thinky. Not big and smashy. It still nettled me. I lopped the head off another guard and buried the axe in the flank of its weird-ass tentacle dog. It died in an explosion of goo and I hefted the axe again.

      “I mean, he really should have brought me along. It’s not like Nenn isn’t small and squishy too. Know what I mean?”

      The guard gave me a blank look and I split him in two. Man, I liked this axe. Very choppy. Maybe that’s what I’d name it.

      “Every hero should have a named weapon. Rek and Choppy. Mister Choppington. Sir Reginald Choppington the Fourth.”

      I smashed another guard’s face with the haft, his skull crumpling beneath the blow.

      “Ram Jam the Axe Man. Ha. I. Am. Hilarious.”

      The street fell silent and I looked around at the corpses in the street. Just six this time. Lux would probably outdo me again. Of course, it wasn’t hard when you could explode people. Cheatin’ weirdo.

      I descended the ramp to the escapee hideout and hammered on the door. The locks popped with a series of clicks, and Kina peered out. She was pretty, in an angry, downtrodden sort of way. Too bad I didn’t fancy people like that. I gave her my most harmless smile. Still, she stepped back a little.

      “Cord sent me,” I said.

      She breathed a sigh of relief and said something over her shoulder. In moments, every able-bodied escapee flooded the street, a few hundred strong. I pointed to the wagon I’d drug through town, overflowing with weapons and armor, and they cheered, sprinting toward it. I smiled as they armed themselves to the teeth. When it was empty, Kina climbed into the back, standing tall.

      Shel and the Aunties stepped from the shadows, flanking her. It was official. Kina had an honor guard.

      “Tonight, is the night we take the city back!”

      “Hear, hear!” the crowd chanted.

      “Tonight, is the night we win our freedom!” she shouted.

      The rest of the cheers were too loud to be intelligible. I nodded and gave a grunt of approval. Short speeches were the best speeches. I loved Cord like a brother, but that idiot could prattle on. There was rarely a situation that could be solved better by a speech than chopping an asshole into asshole bits.

      The crowd rallied, and marched through the streets, the tromp of feet on stone a drumbeat. Their ranks swelled as they went, commoner and freemen joining the cause. Where guards or slavers stood, the rebels hacked them to pieces, the new men handed reclaimed or makeshift weapons. In one case, they ran across a Harrower taking a piss in an alley. When he tried to summon something, they cut bits of him off and switched them, the Aunties making quick work of the stitching.

      Sure they were sufficiently riled, I went to find Lux. Because Rek do the things.
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      The sound of explosions echoed across the city, but they were only the percussion of the clown’s doom. I’d tracked him to the edge of the boardwalk, hiding in the wreckage of my amusement wheel. He shuddered, greasepaint running with tears. A spray of water hit me in the face and I sputtered momentarily, then pulled the flower from his lapel.

      “Your foul sorcery has no power here,” I said.

      I pulled the long knife I kept for ritual work, and tested the edge. The clown tried to communicate in its strange language of toots and whistles. I ignored its hilarious pleas for mercy.

      “My name,” I began, “Is Tug. But you may call me Mr. Tuggerson.” I raised the blade. “Now let’s see if you’re funny on the inside, too.”

      The clown died with a long honk as my knife slipped into his viscera.
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      I found Lux in the warehouse district, blowing up half the city. I left her to it. She seemed happy.
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      They’d split us up, a complication I’d hadn’t been expecting, Nenn disappearing with the Harrower woman down a long side hall. There's a Gentian saying: Och na, a'm pumpin' fucked, which roughly translates to "Oh no, I'm fucking fucked". Interestingly, the second 'fucked' remains the same in any language. I mean, of interest to those who are scholars of Gentian. Not necessarily to those trapped in a room with two dangerous fanatics.

      Nenn once called me reckless, and it's probably true. I tend to go off half-cocked. And sometimes whole-cocked. Like the thing in Blackgate. I didn't mean to blow up.

      Speaking of, there are things they don't tell you about exploding. Like it hurts. But only for a second. Then you just kind of fall to pieces. I’d rather not repeat the situation. It took a god, the loss of a priceless artifact, and a bargain to bring me back last time. I didn’t have anything left to gamble with this time, and I sure as the hells didn’t fancy seeing Fela again.

      Don’t get me wrong. I like women. I like men. I like the people in-between. I suppose there’s a word for my preferences, though I like ‘open-minded’, or even ‘pleasure seeker’. When someone puts a plate of delicious meats in front of you, you can hardly blame a man for tasting them all, can you?

      Anyway, the Harrowers were busy blathering on. That’s the thing about evil. It sure does like to hear itself talk. Like a party where everyone else is forced to watch them masturbate. Only one person gets pleasure out of it, and in the end, everyone feels worse for it.

      On the upside, they’d taken me to another room off the main. Austere, covered in maps. A table sat in the middle, another map painted on it, and figures representing what I assumed were military units or assets lay atop the map in groups of blue and red. Other maps covered the walls, of Gentia, of the Veldt, and lands beyond. They had plans.

      “…how many troops could you bring to bear, if pressed, General?”

      Ah, fuck. Apparently, those plans included me. I blinked and gave them what I hoped was a gracious grin.

      “How many do you need?”

      They gave a chuckle, and there was a round of back-patting. I slipped a Fox card I’d hid up each sleeve into the pockets of their robes and snatched their keys. I reminded myself to burn this coat later.

      “On to logistics, then,” the Harrower to the left was saying. “Will you conscript men, or recruit from the populace?”

      I didn’t know how to answer that. Fortunately, I didn’t have to. A scream from outside the room interrupted our conversation.

      “Ah no,” I said, trying to look sad. “Party poopers.”

      The Harrowers gave me a look like I was the insane one in the room. Szet wrote The only insane man is a man who eats his own feet. Of course, Szet was prone to licking doorknobs. He once claimed you could learn everything about a man from the taste of his knob.

      “Hold on,” I said. “I’ll check it out. Your august personages shouldn’t be endangering yourselves.”

      “That’s why you’re the general,” they said, smiling again.

      I returned it and slipped from the room, securing the door behind me. A few paces from the room, I paused, and whispered the name of the rune on the cards. A muffled whump followed, and reddish dust spilled from beneath the door.

      Like I said, exploding hurts, but only for a second. I only wished I could’ve drawn it out.

      I paused again in the hall. Now, where was I? Oh yeah. The massacre.
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      The blades slipped into my palms easily. The woman still stood with her back to me, and I sprung forward, but I’d forgotten. Harrower. An eye emerged from the flesh of her bald skull and she sidestepped, gripping her spine fetish. She opened her mouth and a deep rich sound came forth. The air split and immediately disgorged a large tangle of rats tied at the tail.

      I skittered back.

      “What the fuck?”

      “Behold, the Rat King!”

      It squeaked piteously. I stabbed the thing once, and advanced on her. More squealing came from behind me and I spun. The number of rats had already doubled, and as I watched, more spilled from the wound, as though I’d opened a gate to the Rat Universe. They crawled and bit, opening gashes that bled freely. My right hand went numb and I dropped the dagger it had held only moments before.

      “Gods damn it,” I swore. “Not again.”

      I picked up a fistful of rat with my left hand. It scrabbled and bit, but the attack had no effect on the bone. The Harrower, meanwhile, had tried to escape, but I blocked the door and grabbed her with my slick right hand, ramming the rat down her throat. Her cheeks distended and her eyes bulged in a panic as I used the bone fingers to rip a leg off. As it disappeared down her gullet, more bulges followed, the rat multiplying within her. I rummaged through her robes, coming up with the key we needed, and shoved her back onto a floor now carpeted with the vile things. I used the nice chair to shatter the window.

      They poured into the breeding room, soon overflowing and devouring the bodies and horrid fetuses there. As soon as they’d left space around the door, I fled, slamming it shut behind me. I’d no sooner gained the hall when a scream sounded from the ballroom. I sprinted, hoping I wasn’t too late for Cord.

      He met me in the center of what had become an abattoir. The uprising had gained the House, and as they went, freed and armed any slave they found, slaughtering everyone else. Only Kina and Shel’s intervention kept them from murdering us as well.

      “You got this?” Cord asked Kina as more screams echoed from the halls.

      She nodded, and Cord looked to me.

      “Up the hill then. Exit’s that way.”

      “One sec,” I said. I spent a couple of minutes gathering liquor and pouring it into a pool in the room.

      “Aw,” Cord said.

      “I know. Bear with me.”

      I heaped runners of cloth atop it and lit the entire thing with a cigar striker. It went up in seconds, and soon the entire room was ablaze, the marble little more than a cheap façade. It spread, thick smoke billowing through the halls.

      “Get your people out,” I told Kina.

      I passed her my key, and Cord did the same with his.

      “Make sure these get to our people,” he said.

      She nodded, and they fled the way they’d come. Cord and I headed to the back, kicking open the door that led up the wide stairs and to the High Harrower House. There were scores to settle, and a reckoning to be had.
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      The building they kept the coffer in was long, low, and fronted by a small phalanx of centaurs. I stiffened as they lowered their spears.

      “Fuck,” I said.

      Lux shot me a sideways look. “Ah, the horsie thing.”

      I pulled my axe free. “It’s not a horsie thing. I was almost fucked by one.”

      She shrugged. The horse-men moved forward as one.

      Clop. Clop. Clop.

      I backed off an involuntary step, and Lux sighed.

      “One freebie,” she said.

      A sickly yellow glow surrounded her hands, and she waved them in the direction of the centaurs. They paused, stumbled. One dropped his spear, hands going to his bare stomach, then reaching in vain for his hindquarters. A moment later, a foul stench filled the air, and the ranks broke as they scattered, brown trails spattering in time to the beat of their hooves.

      I relaxed.

      “Thank the gods.”

      “Thank Lux,” she said, and sauntered past me as we entered the coffer.

      A woman, stout and gray stomped in behind us. Lux stared idly at the fresco on the ceiling.

      “Lotta horseshit out there. Rek?” she asked.

      I nodded.

      “Here’s your keys.”

      She thrust three into my hand, and I passed them to Lux. She set to work on the big steel door at the end of the room.

      “When you’re done here, get your ass to the Houses,” the old woman said.

      I nodded.

      “Not much for conversation, are ya?” Shel asked.

      “Not much,” I agreed.

      She gave me a hard look and nodded, then disappeared the way she’d come. Three clicks sounded behind me, and the door opened. I turned to see a glittering pile of riches squirreled away.

      “Shiny,” Lux said.

      “Yep,” I agreed. I pulled out several sacks and began filling them.
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      The ruins of the Houses of the Holy burned behind me, a conflagration of assholes howling while their flesh melted. Normally, I'd feel something. Not a twinge of guilt. Not a flash of conscience this time. But in this place, with their victims huddled beneath the streets like common rats, stripped of dignity, bearing the scars of wounds emotional and physical, I only felt cold. Maybe it was the spirit of Fela, whispering in my ear. Maybe it was simpler, the rage I felt when I thought back on the little girl's face in that makeshift infirmary.

      Before me, the High Harrower's House stood, an ivory tower of white stone stained red and orange with the reflection of the flames behind. My shadow stretched out like a reaper come, painting the steps ahead black. I paused for only a moment, to catch my breath. Something in me took stock. Sticky with blood—not all of it mine—numerous aches and pains, burns. Rage. I tightened my grip on the blades, the hilts digging into my palms. Ahead, the tower. From a distance, the white pristine, and near, a monument to debauchery. Bodies stretched and flowed into one another, flesh moldable, bone the scaffold for horror.

      I opened my mouth and screamed.

      "NEMAN."

      The doors to the High House opened, and a wizened man emerged, two burly men at his sides. Short scythes hung from their belts, wicked hand-held hooks that could catch a blade or rip a person's guts out like unspinning a skein of twine. Normally, I'd feel bad cutting the heart from a wrinkled testicle. I thought I could make an exception in this case.

      The man to my left moved, and I went right. For a moment, the councilor's bodyguard wore an expression of surprise, like a cat who's just been surprised by a finger in the ass. He tugged at the weapon on his belt, but the problem with hooks is they get caught. I solved his problem by opening his throat with one knife, the other ripping into a kidney and shredding it like old paper.

      I kicked him off my blade, the body tumbling down the stairs, and feinted left. The bodyguard there had managed to unhook his scythe and raised it. Instead, I swung around, the councilor gaping. I looped an arm around his throat, pressing one knife against his heart, the other into his spine.

      "Let him go," the bodyguard ordered.

      "Surely you want something?" the old man wheedled.

      "I do," I said.

      He huffed a sigh of relief, relaxed a little. "Money, then? Power? Maybe something more... visceral? You like boys? Girls? Young?"

      His bodyguard crept closer, and I shot him a look. "No," I said.

      The big man paused.

      "Good. Good. We can negotiate now," Neman said. "What is it you want?"

      "How would I get a man's heart?" I asked.

      He paused for a moment.

      "Oh, I know," I said.

      I rammed a blade home, severing his spinal cord. He went limp, and I laid him down, then looked up at his bodyguard.

      "You're about to be unemployed. Live or dead, your choice."

      He looked at me, shrugged, and stomped, then jogged down the steps. I turned back to Neman. He looked up with rheumy eyes, breath coming in harsh hitches.

      "You feel that?" I asked. "That's your body shutting down. Now, I only cut above your ass, so your legs are already gone, but you're gonna leak fluids like a punctured fruit. Fortunately," and I straddled him, "you'll feel this just fine."

      I pressed the tip of a long blade against his chest, watched his mouth work. His eyes wept. Maybe he was crying. Maybe it was genuine remorse. I didn't give a fuck. I leaned into the knife and felt the first crack as it pierced the sternum. He screamed, as much as anyone with a severed spine can, like a teakettle too long on the fire.

      I took my time cutting his heart out.
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      I slipped my gory prize into a pouch I’d pulled off the dead guard. Behind me, the fighting had spilled from the House, more guards joining the melee from the High Harrower’s tower. Kina had ignored us, or changed her mind, and her people had fought through the smoke and fire to join us.

      Cord had liberated a couple of stabswords from corpses and spun and kicked, chopping anyone who decided I was an easier target than the newly liberated mob. A commotion at the back sounded, and Rek and Lux joined, the Aunties not far behind. Someone had thrown up half-burned furniture as a narrow barricade on the steps, and with the new arrivals, they managed to hold off the influx of guards.

      Cord made his way to my side.

      “Any sign of the High Harrower?”

      I shook my head and gestured to the House above us. “Probably holed up in there.”

      As if in confirmation, a keening wail sounded from the windows of the tower, and the guards howled in answer. Their flesh twisted and warped as the Harrower magic took hold, bending them into new impossible shapes. They melted and flowed, merging into great hulks with bone claws and glowering brows. As soon as the transformations finished, the beasts charged the barricades, smashing them aside easily, laying into the crowd.

      A sound of misery and dismay echoed in the stone corridor as lives bled away by the score. Blood soon slicked the steps, mingling with the contents of voided bowels, bodies tumbling back into the ruins of the burning House behind us.

      Lux spoke a word, arcane and guttural, and my stomach clenched as the air was sucked from the immediate vicinity. For a moment, everyone held their breath, unsure where the next would come from. Then it returned, in a sudden rush, striking downward like a hammer and blasting the golems to paste.

      More spilled from the House before us, and I cursed.

      “How many does he have in there? It’s like a fucking clown carriage.”

      The others came to stand at my shoulders as I slipped two new blades from their sheathes. My right arm ached, but Cord had bound it in the brief interlude, and now the blood soaked into the strips of cloth rather than the stones below. A great roar went up behind us as the dissidents broke the barricades, eager to meet their oppressors on the field.

      I charged along with them, my blood up. Rek and Lux laid waste around them, bodies severed, burst or burnt in an unfailing line toward the door. Cord was more subtle, slipping blades into spines and cutting throats.

      I dodged a massive paw and slid between a beast’s legs, blade coming up as I did. My left slipped into his thigh, severing the femoral and sticking on the bone, the other opening his dangling sack, testicles unravelling like a skein of dropped yarn. He howled and clutched his nethers, and Rek stepped in and removed his head.

      “Another kill for Fuckbringer!” Rek shouted.

      I paused mid-fight. “Fuckbringer?”

      He lopped the head off yet another guard, gore arcing out like a disturbing rainbow. He swung to me and shrugged.

      “It’s my axe’s name.”

      “I would’ve gone with Mr. Choppington,” I said.

      “That is better,” he said. “I knew it.”

      The fight resumed, and another beast made for me, collapsing as its ribs imploded inward, bones piercing organ and splitting veins from the inside. It rolled down the stairs, leaking fluid, and I looked to Lux, who threw me a wink. I grinned and charged forward again. The door was within reach.

      It blew off its hinges, blasting me back and sending my ears to ringing. The man who stepped out was of a height with Cord, with curly hair and two mismatched eyes. Something was wrong with him, however. His flesh crawled, as if infested with a thousand worms, and his mouth twitched, from grimace to grin and back.

      “Yenn!” Cord shouted.

      Rek had knelt beside me to help me to my feet.

      “Yenn?” I asked.

      “Last of the Seven. He doesn’t look so good.”

      Yenn laughed as if he’d heard us. “All the power of a god!” he screamed, and raised a hand, palm out. His face contorted with rage. “Die,” he hissed.

      Behind us, two score of rebels dropped, lives blown away like leaves on the wind.

      “Fuck,” I muttered, staggering to my feet.

      Rek and Lux were already moving forward. Contempt filled Yenn’s face, replaced by a moment of shock as a brown and white blur launched itself at him, followed closely by a spectral goose.

      “MR. MEOWINGTON?” Rek shouted.

      “Fucking Casper?!” Cord echoed.

      The cat slammed into the Harrower, the goose passing through him and fading away.

      “Hey you asshole, you discorporated my goose!” Cord shouted.

      Mr. Meowington had already raised himself to a fury, scratching and clawing, angry yowls filling the air. Yenn ripped it from his face, and Rek charged with a burst of rage, Lux close behind. Yenn swept his hand toward them.

      “Die!”

      And two of my best friends in the world and their cat ceased to be. Grief and anger rippled across Cord’s features, and he flung himself forward, blades extended.

      “Die!”

      The first blast did nothing, and Cord kept coming.

      “Die!”

      The second stripped flesh from my father’s body as easily as a breeze moves snow. And still he advanced.

      “DIE!”

      Cord staggered forward. The blades in his hand drooped, then fell, an inch short of scoring the man’s flesh. My father, my best friend, cracked and flaked. He looked at me, anguish on his face.

      “Ah, fucknuggets1,” he said.

      Then his body blew away like ash on the wind. Silence echoed in the wake of steel on stone. Like that, my family had been snuffed like errant flames.

      I thought I’d feel more. Maybe I would, later. If there was a later. I stepped forward, Yenn glaring at me with broken eyes. He raised a hand, and I flinched. I hadn’t meant to, but when someone is aiming an arrow at your heart, it just kind of happens.

      “Die,” he said.

      A wind, mild as a summer day.

      He tried again.

      “Die!”

      Still nothing. Whatever Fela had done for me, whatever I had done for her, our bargain was fulfilled. In the end, she had protected me.

      Yenn screamed in rage, and lifted his arms to the sky. Great chunks of stone and earth tore themselves free, floating upward as he pulled life and power from the earth. Grass and flowers and trees withered and died. He thrust his arms forward, as if pushing a heavy cart toward me.

      “DIE!” His voice was the cracking of the earth, thunder in a clear sky.

      I walked through his assault as if he had only suggested I enjoy the day, while even the corpses littering the steps decayed into carrion meat. Rage twisted his visage, showcasing a glimpse of the horrors beneath. I ignored them and continued to approach, taking the steps one by one. His face contorted further and further into a parody of humanity. His flesh stretched and tore as the god within him threatened to break free. I got up close. Close enough to smell his fetid breath and look in his eyes. What I saw there was fear.

      “What are you?” he asked.

      “Pissed,” I said.

      My blades pierced him, one in the ribs, the other in his chest. He gurgled and fell back. For a moment, the world was quiet, not a single thing daring to move, to cry, to speak. And then a squeal broke the air, a warbling call from the last of the Seven’s throat, rising and rising.
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      Kina grabbed my elbow. My brain whirled. Everyone dead. The city in flames. I couldn’t process my grief. Who was she again? She was shouting something into my ear, and I lashed out, as one would with a fly. She danced back and dealt me a slap. The world rang, and I blinked it away. Once it settled, her voice made sense again. Oh, yeah, the rebel leader.

      “They’re at the walls!”

      “Who?” I asked.

      “The Hestians!”

      “Fuck.” Cord stirring up a hornet’s nest was coming back to burn us in the ass.

      I rushed with her through a narrow alley in the Harrower gardens that led to the streets. Chaos still ruled, but someone had organized a fire brigade, and citizens were busy passing buckets of water from the canals to the burning buildings. We rushed through the streets, Kina’s people watching our backs, cutting down any stragglers left who would impede us.

      One man, naked and greased, ran screaming by, followed a beat later by a massive ape, its erection the size of my arm. I shuddered. Kina drew my attention, and we ran on, pressing through the gathering crowd of survivors and freed slaves.

      We found the stairs leading to the walls, and I paused before them. A dirty young woman with her arm in a makeshift sling was doing her best to hold a short blade. I took it from her and pressed the pouch holding the heart into her hand.

      “There is a girl. Young. Sick. One leg. You know her?”

      She’d been one of those beneath the streets and nodded.

      “Take this to her and get both of you out of the city.”

      The woman nodded and sprinted away, looking relieved to be free of the burden of killing. I turned back to the stairs and took them two at a time, gaining the top. The field before the city teemed with soldiers in silver and red. Fortunately whatever air troop they’d brought had been grounded by the ravens that held the parapets, a black line. As I watched, one attempted to gain the sky, and with a raw cry, two launched themselves to intercept. They threw themselves into his engine, a black and red mass of feather and bone. Smoke erupted, and the man fell, spiraling into the ground with a bone-shattering crunch. Cord had somehow found an ally.

      Still, the others came on. A regiment raised arquebuses, firing into the defenders on the wall in a cloud of smoke. Lead balls smashed into brain and bone and ribs, and a score of the men and women standing with us fell. Still others wielded bows and pikes and swords, and they advanced inexorably.

      I looked down and saw others had already met the wall and threw makeshift ladders up.

      “Burn those down!” I shouted.

      Men raced to my order as the enemy climbed. I caught the eyes of one and he grinned. Oros had given nothing up. He fell without a sound as burning pitch poured onto the dry wood, and it burst into flame.

      “Fuck fuck fuckity fuck,” I muttered.

      “Any ideas?” Kina asked.

      “Yeah, one,” I said. “But it’s gonna suck. Buy me some time.”

      She nodded and issued orders. A group of the freed charged from the sally port, hammering into the attackers. Men screamed and died on both sides as the battle raged with new intensity.

      I looked at my arm. A gift from my mother, the goddess of death. I ran to the steps, then out the port, standing at the edge of the battle. The defenders fell faster than we could supply them. These were ordinary men and women, despite the uprising. They were up against a superior force. Professional soldiers. I glanced back at Vignon, city of mercenaries, and had an idea.

      I slammed the palm of my dead arm against the ground. I desperately wished for Tug’s advice about now.

      “Okay, you bitch,” I growled. “Do your thing.”

      For a moment, nothing happened. I growled in frustration and dug the fingers of that hand into the soft loam. I gathered every bit of rage, every bit of that gift Cord had claimed was my edge and imagined it rushing into the dirt.

      Cold. Cold like I’d never felt wracked my bones, poured through me, as if I was an open door winter blew through. And it delved. Wrapped itself around bone and old sinew. Around fleshless bodies and ones still rotting.

      One by one the dead rose, bursting free from earthly grave and prison. From inside the city they came, risen from the beds of the hospice in squalor, from proud biers on the plain. They crawled and shambled, walked with proud heads as they shook the dirt of centuries. All the spent lives of Vignon’s wars.

      Tattered battle standards rose. A tarnished horn blew, and Oros’ men were engaged. I collapsed, the cold still blowing through me. It had sapped me, drawn on my own life to give life. I closed my eyes, just for a moment, and hoped it was enough.

      The dark closed in, eager.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Camor’s Third Rule

          

        

      

    

    
      The space between the worlds cracked, broken and spiderwebbed, and here in it, the great wyrm Oros. He coiled, alabaster scales shining, red eyes leaking rage. I stood before him on a featureless plain. We wasted no time on words.

      The dragon struck, and I barely avoided it, though my blades ripped from my hands with his passage. He came on again, and I held up a hand—my left. The dead hand. It struck the dragon in the chest, and he recoiled, bellowing and retreating, a smoking scar on his chest where I’d touched him.

      My victory was short lived. I didn’t understand the vagaries of the place between worlds, and he appeared beneath me, seizing me in vast jaws. I felt teeth like daggers pierce my guts, shatter my pelvis. It was all I could do to force him away with the dead hand, Oros spitting me out upon the plain, half his face blackened.

      He rolled himself up then, a massive spiral of coils, and I knew this was it. He would devour me whole, pain be damned. I lay in the space, unable to move.

      And of course, that’s when Cord showed up.

      He stood defiant over my body, and as I watched, rippled and changed, becoming taller, leaner. Indistinct, in a way. His skin darkened, his eyes golden. Camor stood in his place then, and They looked back and grinned. I gaped, a practice I’d lambasted in the past as only appropriate when stunned tremendously or slapped with a mackerel. A golden glow surrounded them, suffused their skin until they looked bronze.

      They leapt from the black plain, and the two giants smashed into one another. Stars in the firmament winked out at their collision, fires lit in the Frozen Hells, thawing those hoary souls for one brief minute.

      The gods wrestled, Camor now a golden giant struggling with an alabaster serpent straining to pierce their flesh, a second later a massive fox with its jaws around Oros’ throat. The dragon coiled around Cord and squeezed, coils moving in a peristaltic wave. Cord gasped, grunted with effort, and grew brighter.

      They freed an arm, and from Their breast, drew a burning sun. With a final grunt of effort, They rammed it down Oros’ throat. The god screamed and fell to earth, fire burning him from the inside. As the dragon plummeted, its scales took on the glow of a shooting star, and soon he was incandescent with flame.

      When he struck the plain, he shattered into a billion motes of light that spread through the dark and lit it with a gentle glow.

      Cord descended, shrinking until the size of a man again.

      They winked at me.

      “Did I ever teach you Camor’s Third Rule, girl?”

      I shook my head. They reached out and offered me their hand and I took it, the glow from Their flesh suffusing me, repairing the damage the dragon had done. I stood before Cord—Camor.

      “In the end, it’s all smoke and mirrors,” They said.

      I stood beside Them, watching the broken stars of Oros fall. A hand slipped into mine.

      “Is that it, then?” I asked.

      “Should there be more?”

      I thought about the coffers we’d missed out on. I wondered what good all that money would do me now, anyway. I shook my head. “No. I think this was enough.”

      They nodded and were silent again. I broke it a few minutes later, as the light faded.

      “What now?”

      “Ah. That’s up to you.”

      “How so?”

      “It’s always been up to you.”

      I turned to look at Them, and in Their place, Cord stood again. He wore a gentle half-smile.

      “Free will,” I said.

      He nodded. “About time you got it.”

      I looked out at the darkening plain one last time.

      “I’ve got a plan,” I said.

      The light winked out, and in the dark, Cord’s laughter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Happily Never After

          

        

      

    

    
      You probably want a happy ending. The rebels took the city, the dark lord was defeated, everyone saw the error of their ways, and the people lived happily ever after. Sure, let’s go with that. I can’t tell you everything because I don’t know everything. I do know I woke up in a field, with a gorgeous blonde beside me, and stalks of wheat tickling my cheek. Two bags of coins sat beside us, bright gold, stamped with the seal of Vignon. Enough to build two lifetimes on. I wondered when Cord managed that and shrugged.

      Did it matter?

      Something rustled when I moved, and I reached into a pocket, came away with a sheet of paper. I unfolded it, smoothing the crinkles, and read, Cord’s spidery hand crawling across the page.

      

      Nenn,

      If you’re reading this, someone fucked up somewhere. This isn’t an easy life, or an easy world, and shit happens. If I were a good father, or even a competent one, I’d have something to say here, some pithy advice that would shore you up on the hard days, brighten the dark ones. Be sure to bathe and shave. Eat your greens. I’d add don’t play with knives, but it’s a little late for that. Don’t lick weird things.

      In all my lifetimes, I only wanted to do the right thing. Even if it looked like the wrong thing at the time. I’m hoping at the least I gave you enough to look up to the clouds and see the sun fighting to break through.

      We move through the world like shooting stars across the sky. Brief, burning bright. The best we can hope for is to split the darkness.

      Of all the things I’ve done, across the lives I’ve lived, you’re the one I’m the proudest of. I hope you know that. I hope you know I loved you even when you couldn’t know.

      Live this life.

      Cord

      I tucked it away and blinked back tears that threatened to fall, then looked over at Lux. She woke and smiled.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Later, in the night, I piled stones high, and placed four gold coins at its base.

      “Thanks, old man,” I said to no one in particular.

      I placed one silver at the cairn’s peak and whispered to the dark as it crowded in close.

      “Our debt is cleared, Mother.”

      And somewhere in the night, laughter, cool and clean and free.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Beads of sweat rolled from Rez dan Spez’s spine, along the long curvature of his tawny flesh, before trickling across the wrinkled sole of his right foot, pausing to hang from one long toe before falling, coming to splash against the tiles of the Cloisters of Frustration.

      He’d finally achieved the Seventh Posture of Der’Son and felt the magic churn in him like the lentils he’d had for lunch. He groaned inwardly, and his guts echoed the sound.

      “Not again,” Ram dan Anil muttered, and ducked behind a tall plinth of granite.

      A moment later, Rez dan Spez exploded as he released the Pneuma of Mac’Lell. Gobbets of fledgling mage rained from the sky. Ram dan Anil heaved a sigh.

      “I lose more apprentices that way.”

      Rrn dan Ith interrupted his musing.

      “What do you suppose all that was about, then?” he asked.

      “The explosion?”

      “No, all this,” and he waved a hand in the vague direction of this book.

      “Hmph. The Plot,” Ram dan Anil muttered.

      “What?”

      “I haven’t a fucking clue. I just work here,” Ram dan Anil said. A pounding at the door interrupted their conversation, and he headed to open it.

      The man standing there was the size of a mountain. A cat wove between his feet. He looked confused, and a little tired. Ram dan Anil smiled.

      “Welcome back, brother,” he said.

      The big man stepped inside, the cat purring at his heels.

    

  







            Notes

          

        

      

    

    



What came before

    
      
      

      1 This is not what happened at all. Is the syphilis in the soft part of your brain now? -N

      

    

    



The Bitch is Back

    
      
      

      1 A mime bit my sister once.

      

      2 She was really pissed about it, but kept quiet.

      I don’t get it. Was she a mime zombie? -N

      You’re a constipator, you know that? -C

      Meaning? -N

      You disturb my shit. -C

      

      3 But she could write it in the first book. Weird, right?

      

      4 And a thing called an ‘accordion’, but the crowd turned on that guy pretty quick and now he honks when he farts.

      

      5 “But how,” you ask, “do they have loveseats in a fantasy novel?” “Isn’t that an anachronism?” “It’s ruining my immersion!” Look, someone just shoved an accordion up a guy’s ass a page before, and he didn’t die. Why weren’t you worried about the guy who got a musical enema? The three-thousand dead mimes? But couches bother you? Have you called your mother? She might want to have a talk.

      

      6 I would’ve gone with watermelons. That’s an old joke. Remind me to tell you some time.

      

      7 Aw, you ruined the joke.

      

      8 That’s hurtful. I am a delight.

      

      9 Phalluses? Phallusis? Multiple dicks.

      

      10 You can imagine the smell. Sweaty men, dirty laundry, hot metal, and roast food. Like pickled socks. I question her judgement in this case.

      

    

    



Awkward Reintroductions

    
      
      

      1 Look for my book: Profiting from Narcissistic Sociopaths by Feeding Them to Unspeakable Horrors.

      

      2 Cue Take My Breath Away.

      

      3 I prefer reality-challenged

      

      4 Their other motto is ‘Hubba hubba bang bang squirt shame’

      

    

    



Tug Meat, So Sweet

    
      
      

      1 I never did the hang of marketing Tug sausage

      

      2 I sure hope someone appreciates the craftsmanship in the above note. You see, the joke is a double penis pun. Sausage and hang. And I’m referencing meat, so I guess it’s three layers. Like a trifle. Boy, trifles are delicious. Except when it’s fish and whipped cream. Don’t eat those. Anyway, penis pun. Carry on

      

      3 OH SNAP. I did not see that coming

      

    

    



Hard Magic and Swingin’ Dicks

    
      
      

      1 If you replace the word ‘magic’ with the word ‘dick’ in every debate about whether a magic system should be hard or soft, people will cut that shit out real quick. And don’t get me started on the whole idea of a ‘system’ of magic. You use systems to bake and measure, not to describe the wonder of a star fall or the feeling of a lover’s heart against your chest or the stampeding rage of an inferno. This is storytelling, not engineering. You want a bridge built, ask an engineer. You want to hear about how this shit feels? Ask a storyteller. Now get outta here, you scamp. And try not to collapse any bridges.

      Whew. This got serious.

      Okay, a joke: What do you call nine heads stuffed into a duffel bag?

      I don’t know either, but you might not want to look in the closet.

      

    

    



Bon Jovi Sucks

    
      
      

      1 I totally lied. It was a great story.

      

      2 You’re not supposed to let it simmer for six hours, ya tree.

      

      3 I’m fairly sure this is proof the gods hate us.

      

    

    



Of Death and Dr. Porkenheimer’s Boner Juice

    
      
      

      1 Unique up on it. Wait, wrong punchline.

      

      2 MEATIER.

      

    

    



Sedicilicious

    
      
      

      1 Ever seen a pair of dinner rolls rise in an oven? Like that, but with less of a ssssssss sound.

      

    

    



I Couldn’t Fuck A Gorilla

    
      
      

      1 This is stupid. You know it’s stupid. I know it’s stupid. Let’s move on.

      

      2 Yes, I speak goose. You wouldn’t believe how often murder comes up in those conversations.

      

      3 The decline of civilization is sure to be heralded by idiots decrying the decline of civilization.

      

      4 You parse Vignon.

      

      5 I got a gorilla and he won’t be true.

      

      6 The original punishment consisted of a small herd of poodles. It wasn’t pretty. Not that this is, but it seems more civilized, somehow.

      

    

    



Goddamn Nuns

    
      
      

      1 Gret has never forgiven me for that one.

      

    

    



Fantucci’s Undead Wonderland

    
      
      

      1 Teenage mutant ninja freakshow.

      

    

    



Teeth! Teeth! Teeth!

    
      
      

      1 Fun fact: pigs will eat just about anyone.

      

    

    



Mommy Issues

    
      
      

      1 She’s a massive bitch. But I digress.

      

    

    



Bow Chicka Bow Wow

    
      
      

      1 Imagine a mountain shitting.

      

      2 I spend every day trying not to imagine Rek’s flaps.

      

    

    



We’ve Got the Biggest Balls of Them All

    
      
      

      1 Fascists are fascists no matter where they lay their disgusting eggs.

      

    

    



Showdown

    
      
      

      1 I am very eloquent.
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