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    Chapter One: The Wolf 
 
    The howling followed Viktor down an alleyway, echoing across the entire Temple Quarter. His breath came in ragged heaves, his head was pounding, and his arms were covered in sweat and blood. His hands quaked around the handle of his axe. It had been shattered into pieces, the blade completely torn off in those first few seconds he'd been stupid enough to try to fight Olga. 
 
    He increased his pace, hoping beyond hope that he'd be able to find a corner and dive around it before the wolf turned the alley and caught sight of him. 
 
    He doubted he would be so lucky. The Temple Quarter was a maze of stone passageways and tiny little alcoves that went nowhere. Easy to get lost in, hard to find your way out of. He was going so fast and had so little sense of direction in his panic that it would likely come down to a coin toss if he was even heading in roughly the direction of the Upper Gate. 
 
    He had to get back. Either to the Upper Keep or to the Grand Cathedral, whichever one he stumbled upon first in his mad, lost dash for his life. 
 
    He almost slipped on a walkway that still had a thick sheet of ice across it and then cursed as he made a turn and realised the pathway ahead was long and straight. Viktor swore a storm that'd make a sailor blush. The executioner barely vaulted over a stupid little raised walkway above the shops in a low street. He skidded down another damned thoroughfare that went nowhere. 
 
    The howls came behind him again, and he felt his blood curdle. There was the shouting of people[DR1]. Tired shopkeepers and the occasional night worker slammed doors open and trod the streets, waving torches around. Each muttered or shouted angrily, hoping to glimpse what the ruckus was about. 
 
    That proved unfortunate for them. Over his shoulder, Viktor watched one [DR2]lamplighter turn tired eyes to the source of the noise. A moment later, a dozen little shards of exploding wood and glass fragments hurled into his face as Olga burst through one end of a tavern and out the other. Blood was spattered all over her pristine white fur, and she had someone's arm hanging between her teeth. 
 
    Four heavy crossbow bolts jutted from Olga's back as if she were a pincushion, not seeming to even bother her. They were leftovers of End's attempts to shoot into Olga’s spine before the younger Blackclad had cut and run. 
 
    Even one of those would have been enough to stop a knight in full plate armour in his tracks. They didn't even slow Olga down. 
 
    Her fury was directed at Viktor but clearly the animalistic desire to rip and tear had her less than conscientious about anyone that was unlucky[DR3] enough to find themselves in her way. The screams coming from further down told Viktor that the casualty count was likely in the low single digits by now. 
 
    He hoped it wasn't any higher, at least. 
 
    Her nose twitched once, then she immediately zeroed in on Viktor on the other side of the bloody street. She spat the arm out of her mouth and dashed forwards on all fours, upturning a cart and carelessly bodychecking a woman into a wall so hard that her spine broke. 
 
    'Someone call the Watch. Someone call the fucking Watch and the templars!' Viktor screamed, scrambling up a stack of barrels to a higher street. 
 
    There was nothing else to do but run. His axe was broken, the crossbow had done nothing and the moment he stopped to try and somehow fight her, the entire street he was in was going to become a bloodbath. Viktor was under no delusions that he would scarce last five seconds against what Olga had become, and he didn't get the impression she would magically calm down and turn back into a woman once he was dead. 
 
    The stones cracked underneath the weight of her paws as Olga loped after him. Her muzzle was covered in the blood of an irate butcher stupid enough to get in her way; she had turned him[DR4] into paste, swallowing his entire upper body and his knife in one bite. 
 
    Viktor was halfway up the winding pattern of stairs he hadn't realised he'd been ascending when the barrels exploded and a black-clawed hand grabbed the edge of the walkway. Olga heaved herself up and then howled after him, skidding on the ice but having nowhere near as much trouble with it as Viktor was. 
 
    A horn blared somewhere, low and long. It was quickly followed by more, and the shouting carried across the entire district now. Someone had finally managed to get to a Middle Watch post and get the lazy fuckers to raise the alarm. 
 
    He ascended the grey staircase, taking the steps two at a time and not bothering to count how many storeys he went up. He scaled a disgusting little part of the Temple Quarter that had been built into the side of one of Adelstrad's many cliffs, forming a little neighbourhood built completely on a succession of balconies and ledges. 
 
    Finally, he found an end to the staircase and bolted out to his right, almost throwing himself over a balcony railing in his haste to move. 
 
    Viktor's head swam. He [DR5]was suddenly all too aware of just how high up he was. The drop to the streets below was as deep as a hundred men were tall. 
 
    A disgusting little voice in the back of his head told him the drop would be kinder than what Olga had in store for him. 
 
    He pushed the thought away and hastily tore a strip of his hood off, throwing it to the wind. Maybe he would get lucky and Olga would chase the scent. 
 
    Viktor started up yet another fucking flight of stairs, then found himself fortunate[DR6] enough to happen upon an old, creaking steam elevator. He barrelled into it and slammed the button for the tallest stop there was, throwing the iron gate closed with both hands. 
 
    The old machine began to creak to life just as Olga tore up the staircase after him, immediately snapping her eyes onto him, not fooled in the slightest by the strip of cloth floating away on the wind. 
 
    He cursed, digging into his pouch for something, anything to hurl at her, finding only a spare throwing knife he vaguely remembered stealing from Rosh at some point. 
 
    He hurled it at her and immediately felt his hopes die when she opened her jaws wide and devoured the knife in one bite, not even remotely bothered as the sharp metal travelled down her throat. 
 
    Olga howled and raced towards the elevator, slamming into it hard enough to dent the gate and rock the carriage. He felt for a moment that the ropes holding the fucking elevator aloft would snap; then he'd have an entirely new set of problems that would end quite abruptly once he found his sudden stop at the bottom of the shaft. 
 
    Viktor cursed and watched as Olga continued to rage, slamming against the all-too-thin gate separating them.  
 
    The carriage trembled under her blows and when she put the first claw through the gate, Viktor had to duck to keep her from severing his head. 
 
    Olga hissed and bit down on the rusted iron and the poor fucking gate finally gave way. Viktor cursed as she developed perhaps the meanest grin he'd ever seen and tore the remnants of the gate, now in pieces, off the hinges. 
 
    She idly hurled the remnants into the abyss behind her, then she put a hand on his chest and shoved him into the back of the carriage hard enough to break something. 
 
    'Hello, Viktor.' Olga smirked a smirk with three dozen rows of teeth, having to bend down to squeeze her height into the tiny carriage. 
 
    He hadn't even realised she could speak in this form. 
 
    She loomed over him. If he had to guess, he'd say she was easily seven feet tall. Maybe eight. All of that was pure muscle, and it wasn't just her height that gave her a hard time fitting into the carriage. 
 
    The metal on one of the walls groaned under the pressure of her grip as she put a hand on it to steady herself. She was[DR7] still mostly human-like, albeit clawed and covered in the same white fur that patched the rest of her. 
 
    Olga leaned on her haunches, and he found her glaring at him like she'd found a particularly interesting morsel. 
 
    'What's the problem?' she asked finally. 'Don't tell me you're more a cat person.' The slight huff that escaped her told him she was joking. 
 
    'I don't... I don't fucking find you amusing, Olga. If you're here to tie up loose ends, then just get it done with and take my head off my shoulders. I'd have done the same for you.' 
 
    'Would you now?' She tilted her head at him. 'Here I thought you and I had more in common than that.' She smirked and stared up at something unseen behind his head. 'I'm in the habit of playing with my food.' 
 
    'Hmph. Is that so?' Viktor stared at her. 'Would that be out of general principle or because I was about to beat your fiancé into a pulp?' 
 
    'Yes,' she answered with a mean look, completely unbothered as the elevator finally creaked into motion and they started to ascend.[DR8] Olga moved the hand that she was using to steady herself, resting it above his head and leaning in uncomfortably close, again managing an impossible smirk for a woman with a wolf's head. 
 
    'Don't mistake my meaning, Viktor. Emotionally, Stimlyf means less than nothing to me. That stunted little shit might just be the most irritating person I've ever come across. But he has his uses and you managed to make me angry when you started manhandling him like that.' 
 
    'What uses would those be?' 
 
    Olga idly started to pick her nails, not even bothering to keep her eyes on Viktor or put a hand up in case he tried something. They both knew that he was formally out of tricks at this point. 
 
    'Money gets you a lot of things in this city,' she sighed. 'But there are some things you can only get with blood. Both in the sense of what you're born with and in the sense of what you're willing to spill. You understand my meaning.' 
 
    'I'm not sure I do.' 
 
    'Don't play stupid with me, executioner,' she snapped. 'It's not a good look on you. The nobles, they run this city. I mean, the Dark Council and the Guild of Merchants can pretend all they want that they have control over their slice of the pie, but everything comes back to the Baron eventually. 
 
    'Even the Church only gets so much leeway around here and even then, only because it behoves His Grace to have his pet witch hunters for when he needs to deal with problems like me.' 
 
    'And here I was about to ask about that. When the hell were you turned? Hulkreug certainly didn't seem to be in the know.' 
 
    'Curious?' she smirked, leaning in closer to whisper in his ear. 'I'll tell you my secret if you tell me yours.' She looked at him with crimson eyes, and he felt like she was staring into his soul. 
 
    He shivered. Whether from fear or her impossibly cold breath on his neck, he couldn't tell. 
 
    'What secret would that be?' 
 
    'Tell me what you did to get that hood put over your head, Viktor.' Olga sniffed at him. 'You have a lot of scents on you. Sand. Blood. Iron. Tears. So many tears. 
 
    'I'm not shy to admit that I'm very curious, and that's probably a good place for you to be in right now. Very few people interest me enough to hold my attention for long.' 
 
    'Olga, you and I both know I'm not likely to leave this elevator alive, so what I do and do not tell you makes very little fucking difference. I'm not exactly the kind of person for last confessions.' 
 
    'Ah, see? I knew you and I had a lot in common. The stubbornness is admirable. You're locked in a cage with an eight-foot-tall werewolf out for your blood, and you still won't give me a rope to play with.' She suddenly grabbed him with both hands and held him against the wall, his feet dangling in place. 
 
    'Man after my own heart. I'll be generous and give you something for nothing, then. Stimlyf is merely a useful pawn.' She narrowed her eyes. 'For now.' 
 
    'What, you're trying to tell me you don't care for him? Certainly wasn't the impression you offered me when I tried to take his head from him. You looked downright ready to murder me, in fact.' 
 
    'I was.' Olga's eyes flashed a little and some drool dripped its way out of her quivering mouth. 'How would you react if someone almost broke what is currently your most useful and most entertaining plaything? I care about Stimlyf the same way a child cares about a toy. It's there to be used for entertainment and then discarded. Though in my case, I'd be more likely to eat him than discard him. 
 
    'Stimlyf's resources and his knowledge of witchcraft have suited my purposes well enough up until this point, but if we're levelling with one another, I’ve begun to tire of having to maintain the charade of the lovesick maiden. 
 
    'I'm an unashamed killer, Viktor. I came back to this city for war and only for war. Stimlyf is probably going to wind up dead soon. But you?' 
 
    Olga pressed a claw into his neck hard enough to draw blood, licking it off her finger and closing her eyes, shivering at the taste. 
 
    'You're mean, Viktor. I like that. And impressively intelligent. I like that too. You met my father. You met Lym Erolo. You must know how worthless they both are. Most people in this city are. Would it really be so bad if it got burnt down to the ground?' 
 
    'I kind of keep a lot of my stuff here, wench, so yes, probably.' 
 
    Far from offended, Olga snickered. 'Funny. I really like that. The thing is, I'm not actually here to burn Adelstrad. I'm here to take it.' 
 
    'The Nordlings have been trying for centuries. What makes you think you and your boyfriend are up to the task?' 
 
    'It's ironic, your choice of words. Hulkreug said something similar when I left. Can you believe that old fossil actually had the temerity to laugh when I told him I was going to Velmont to train under a knight there?' 
 
    'So that's where you were turned.' 
 
    'Maybe, maybe not. A lady needs to keep some secrets, and I've already told you far more than even Stimlyf knows.' She smirked again, one pale ear flicking around as something caught her interest. 
 
    'By the pitch of this creaking death trap, it seems you're at your stop, Viktor. Temple Quarter, main thoroughfare. I assume you'll be limping back to the templars now.' 
 
    Olga released him and backed away as much as the limited space in the carriage would allow. She smiled and gestured for him to pass her. 
 
    'And you're just letting me go? Just like that?' Viktor hugged the opposite wall, inching closer towards the door as the carriage slowed down. 
 
    'Of course not. It's as I said, Viktor. Almost no one in this city really catches my interest, and I play with my food.' 
 
    She offered him a grin truly worthy of a wolf. 
 
    'Tell Lauter and the templars what you saw tonight, what you heard, but don't expect that my plans for this city have been even remotely hindered. You've played your part quite exquisitely, actually.' 
 
    The elevator slowed to a stop and opened to one of the smaller walkways leading to the Grand Cathedral. 
 
    'You'll be seeing me again.' 
 
    Olga DeWinter shoved him out of the carriage so hard that he fractured something in the arm he landed on. She licked her lips and almost boredly reached a claw up to sever the ropes holding the carriage in place. 
 
    The look in her red eyes was one of complete insanity, and she howled with some deep, primal instinct [DR9]as the elevator rocketed downwards, leaving behind a precarious gap and an even more precarious promise. 
 
    * * * 
 
    'Hang on, mate,' the gruff watchman with the two lightning symbols on the side of his helmet muttered. 'Almost there.' 
 
    Him and one other from the Middle Watch had stumbled upon Viktor's injured form outside the elevator. They had split off from one of the larger search parties that were currently combing the Temple Quarter for injured and any and all signs of the wolf that Viktor doubted would be foolish enough to get caught now. 
 
    He found himself being hastily supported with one watchman under each arm as the two men helped him limp through the winding streets.  
 
    They entered a higher plaza from one of the smaller pathways in the side streets. Ahead of him in the distance, he recognised the outer silhouette of the grey towers and gates rimming the abyss the Grand Cathedral was built above. Normally he took the lower passages in the partially underground sections of the Temple Quarter, but he'd somehow managed to find himself in the main thoroughfare. 
 
    Another five hundred metres of plaza, then the giant stairway in the distance would lead him through the gates to the abyssal sections and to the hanging walkways and bridges. After that, it was a clear run to the cathedral platform. 
 
    Viktor gripped his side. He was gushing blood. He hadn't realised Olga had managed to nick him. Or maybe Stimlyf had thrown a stray spell at him before Viktor had beaten his hasty retreat. He couldn't tell. 
 
    'Relax, executioner. Your wound's not bad. Looks worse than it is, anyway,' the same man said. 
 
    'Easy for you to say, bloke. You aren't the one pissing blood everywhere.' 
 
    That earned a laugh from the other watchman. 'I mean, hey, you're alive. Not many men get into an argument with a werewolf and live to tell the tale. You must be almost as 'ard as Captain Soltkin.' 
 
    Oh, that was right. Viktor had almost forgotten these were Rolt's men. 'Speaking of, don't suppose you two have any inkling where Captain Soltkin fucked off to the last day or so?' 
 
    'Not the foggiest, mate. Soltkin does as she does. Wouldn't be the first time she up and disappeared when it suited her.' 
 
    'Why is that not surprising?' Viktor sighed. 'Fucking great. Rolt's still missing, and now I have to hunt that fucking wolf down with silver...' 
 
    A squad of templars broke off from the perimeter they had formed around the cathedral towers as they approached. 
 
    'What's happened here? How was he injured?' the sergeant asked, eyes wide under the five holes in his mask. 
 
    'Werewolf in the quieter parts of the Temple Quarter, near the Lower Gate.' Viktor jerked a thumb backwards. 'There's a witch on the loose too.' 
 
    'You must be mistaken. Father Stendeval just conducted a purge the other da—' 
 
    'I know. I was there, idiot. Captain Lauter still speaking to the Hierarch? I have an urgent message I need to give to the Captain, and no, it can wait for neither them to finish speaking nor my wounds to get patched up. Take me inside.' 
 
    The sergeant hesitated for a moment, his eyes flicking between Viktor and one of the men beside him. Then he relented and took one of Viktor's arms from the watchman, propping him up. 
 
    Viktor pointed at the watchmen, carefully limping on one foot as another templar took his other arm. One watchman was big with dark mutton chops and the other was a slim, balding man that—Viktor only noticed at that moment—was missing an ear. 
 
    'You two. Remind me of your names.' 
 
    'He's Kettles.' The one with the mutton chops pointed at his fellow. 'I'm Locke. Both privates.' 
 
    'Who's in charge in the Middle Keep now that Rolt's buggered off?' 
 
    Kettles gave him a slightly disapproving look for his tone, but mutton chops waved him away. 'Lieutenant Nort's been calling the shots lately.' 
 
    'Good. Go find him and tell him to put patrols in the Middle and the Lowers. I don't care how many Lower watchmen he has to round up and beat round the head until they listen. Find that wolf and then either kill it or corner it long enough for the templars to.' 
 
    Viktor turned back to the sergeant, not even bothering to learn his name. 'You put some men out there too. You're looking for a girl with white hair that's been dyed black. Good chance she'd be in the buff. Scrawny brunette boy with green eyes, has the bearing and attitude of a noble.' 
 
    The man bristled. 
 
    'All due respect, you're not in a pos—' 
 
    'I don't normally give orders to people, no, but in this specific set of circumstances, if Captain Lauter and the Hierarch find out that I told you to get something important done and you decided not to, they'll have your balls on a platter. Move.' 
 
    Viktor shouldered past the man, gesturing angrily for the other templar to help him along the path. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two: The Holy 
 
    'Viktor, I thought I told you not to go looking for any more trouble.' Nikolas's tone was even, but artificially so, and Viktor knew he would have to tread carefully if he wanted to avoid the worst of the Captain's temper. 
 
    He had caught the man just as he had been leaving his meeting with the Hierarch, coincidentally. The[DR10] Captain had been both surprised and displeased to catch sight of a wounded Viktor staggering in, supported by a pair of templars as a stone sister hurried to grab a healer. 
 
    'Captain Lauter, he's injured,' Stendeval commented with concern from where he was leaned up against the wall of the infirmary Viktor had been deposited in. 
 
    'This is no concern of yours, priest,' Nikolas said testily, turning back to give Viktor a mean look. 'You're lucky that werewolf mauled you, otherwise I might be tempted to do so myself. What the hell were you thinking?' 
 
    'I wasn't "looking" for trouble, Captain.' Viktor scowled under his hood, flinching as one stone sister threaded the wound in his side and the other one just about forced more holy water down his mouth. 
 
    Bloody nuns. Much more forceful in their care than Ordo, and he could tell the one doing the stitching wasn't nearly as good with a needle as she was. 
 
    'I was only following Olga because I wanted to clap eyes on her. All of the evidence points to both Lym Erolo and Hulkreug DeWinter being innocent, at least of the charges the Baron has stuck 'em with. Olga all but admitted as much while she was trying to decide whether or not to disembowel me.' 
 
    Nikolas scowled further, turning around and staring at the wall. 
 
    'Stimlyf and Olga. And their fathers as bait. You realise how that sounds, Viktor. It sounds like you're reaching.' 
 
    'Fucking Stone God's ballsack, you pretentious old cunt.' Viktor felt his temper slip, too angry even to shit himself when Nikolas shot back around and fixed him with a glare that told him his insolence would cost him. 
 
    'You've had me chasing these fucking fools around since the start. Milletra, Brandt, Lym, Hulkreug. They're all just symptoms. We always knew there was some intelligence behind everything, we were just slightly off the mark about whose intelligence that was. 
 
    'You saw that horror house Stendeval and I waded through, and you were the last person to speak to Stimlyf before he was released. You don't think, if you tally everything up in your head, that maybe the scorned children being the culprits makes sense?' 
 
    Nikolas said nothing, working his jaw silently. Viktor could see that Nikolas was torn between telling him exactly where he could shove it and telling him to keep talking. 
 
    'It does seem as though it provides a motive. Hulkreug as puppet master had a sort of… uncharacteristic air to it. That old fool might be vicious, but he's also very careful. The pixie dust and the witchcraft all speak to a certain lack of care given to casualties that Hulkreug would only display if he were to go mad.' 
 
    Nikolas sighed and held a single hand up in what might've been surrender. 'I apologise. I realise how my doubt must have sounded, especially to a man that has just had a run-in with a very real werewolf. All reports from the templar squads and watchmen combing the city confirm that much at the very least.' 
 
    Viktor stared for a moment, then turned his head away, blowing some air out, at once feeling like a prick for snapping at Nikolas and feeling like he was owed more than an apology. 
 
    'I know this is the third time you've been asked to repeat this story, Viktor, but tell me once more.' Stendeval sighed, crossing his arms over his chest. 'White fur, the ability to express at least approximations of human emotions, the ability to speak, and proportions that were less like a hound than the term "werewolf" implies. Five fingers? Five toes? Relatively… humanoid?' 
 
    'I mean, no, but she wasn't like, you know, a dog.' 
 
    Stendeval sighed awkwardly. 'Sisters, forgive me for asking this question in your presence. Did the creature possess… womanly attributes?' Stendeval made the awkwardness worse by gesturing to his own chest. 
 
    'Yes, they were massive and hard to miss. I was vaguely aroused even as I was preparing myself mentally for death. Why is this relevant? Do you have some fetish you'd like to avail me o—' 
 
    'Finish that sentence and suffer lashes, executioner.' Stendeval pointed a finger at him. The stone sisters began to look distinctly scandalised. 
 
    Stendeval retracted his finger and offered a sigh. 'I ask because the… chaotic nature of foul magic can be hard to interpret, even for us specialised in doing so. But if Olga has retained both a relatively human sapience and a form that is somewhat closer to a woman's than a beast, or at the very least not completely unrecognisable from a human physique, it might be an indicator that her change wasn't some random mutation brought upon by a gust of wild magic. A curse is also unlikely.' 
 
    'Explain the mechanism,' Nikolas said before Viktor could. 
 
    Stendeval blew some air out of his mouth, clearly not eager to be sharing more information than he had to. 'The form you describe is too…neat. No extra arms or eyes in places that should not have eyes, no insane quibbling or shaking movements, a very coherent thought process... 
 
    'Curses, especially ones issued hastily in anger, don't tend to allow the victim the ability to change at will as you describe Olga doing. And something resulting from exposure to the radiant magical energies flowing down from the north would be… much less pleasant to look at.' 
 
    'So what does that leave?' 
 
    'The unholy results of some alchemist's lab experiments, or a direct bite from a strain of lycanthropy that has stabilised via a perverse form of survival of the fittest, most likely. The unstable mutations tend to have a hard time reproducing both because, while dangerous, they aren't good at staying alive and for other reasons to do with magical theory I shan't get into.' 
 
    'Is that why you have me drowning myself in holy water, to prevent the curse from spreading?' 
 
    'Standard practice when dealing with encounters like these. The only reason I haven't long ago started sending shipments of it to the Watch keeps is because the Hierarch is… displeased with certain stances the Watch has taken, both historically and as of recently.' 
 
    'Ah, the old man wants Nikolas to go fuck himself. I see.' 
 
    Nikolas sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose, not bothering to dignify Viktor's comment with a response. The stone sisters looked at him like he was the spawn of the evil things lurking at the edges of their vision. 
 
    Fucking nuns. 
 
    Stendeval, surprisingly, snorted in what Viktor almost mistook as an attempt to hide his laughter. 'This is one way of phrasing it. I'm also having you "drown" in holy water because, frankly Viktor, I'm holding out hope that it might reform some of your… excesses.' 
 
    'If you attempt to have me read the Book of Stone or curb my swearing, I will begin killing holy people at random.' 
 
    The sister doing the stitching gave him a put-upon look, finishing up the thread with a sigh. 
 
    'Thanks.' 
 
    'You’re… very welcome,' she smiled in what he could tell was clearly out of politeness and not sincerity, packing her medical tools away and discretely making the sign of the Holy X when she thought she was at an angle he couldn't see. 
 
    Bitch. As it was, Ordo was going to have a fit at the bad stitching. Probably going to insist on pulling the threads out and doing it herself. 
 
    He snatched hold of the bottle of holy water before the other sister could press him into the cot and force it down his throat again, offering her a mean look with his eyes and downing it. 
 
    'Explain to me why the holy water stings, Stendeval.' 
 
    'You're probably feeling the weight of all your accrued sins reacting violently to the Stone God's holy healing, being burnt away and leaving your unworthy body temporarily without sin.' Stendeval put his hands up in half-prayer. 
 
    'That'—Nikolas gave him a dry look—'or you're having a very mild allergic reaction to some of the minerals and herbs the priests put into the holy water to make sure it doesn't accrue disease and various forms of algae after being left in storage for years on end. They "mass-produce" it in large ceremonies, you see, and they keep a lot on hand in case it's ever needed.' 
 
    'I think I liked my interpretation better,' Stendeval sighed. 
 
    'Moving along,' Viktor sighed before the two of them could get into it. 'Someone appraise me of what the plan is. We need to inform both the Baron and the Hierarch of what's happened.' 
 
    'I will speak to the Hierarch after you both have left. Forgive my lack of diplomacy, but if he sees Captain Lauter's face again, he is likely to declare a localised unending march. As for the Baron...?' Stendeval left it as a question. 
 
    Nikolas put a hand on the hilt of his sword, kicking his armoured boots idly. 'He won't like this. Not even remotely. If I walk in there and attempt to tell him that not only is the excuse I'd given him to hang Hulkreug no longer valid, but he has an unholy pairing of a witch and a werewolf knocking about the city, he'll throw me out the nearest window.' 
 
    Nikolas hissed some air out his teeth and looked at him. 
 
    'Viktor... I normally try to shield you from the worst excesses of the Red Court, just as I would any of my other men, but if this is to go down even remotely well, you'll need to come with me to the Crimson Palace to offer a first-hand account.' 
 
    'Me being a Blackclad, will my word be worth anything?' 
 
    'Alone? Not at all. In conjunction with two dozen werewolf-induced casualties and three hundred people in the Temple Quarter swearing they saw it with their own eyes? He will at least hear you. It would help if you could track your… associate down and have her agree to accompany us.' 
 
    That was a hard ask. Viktor doubted End was dead, but she'd left the moment it had become obvious that running was the only option. He genuinely wasn't sure if the skittish thief would have anything to do with him after that fiasco. 
 
    'I'll leave a dead drop in one of the emergency places. She'll get back in contact with me or she won't.' 
 
    Nikolas nodded. 'Until then, templars and watchmen are going to have to up their patrols across the entire city.' He rubbed his forehead tiredly. 'Coordination with Lieutenant Nort will be a pain. Coordination with the headless structures of the Lower Watch will be a nightmare.' 
 
    'I mean, hey, the good news is that now that the Guild of Merchants has been irrevocably associated with witchcraft and treason, they might have a harder time playing musical assassin chairs with the captaincy. That is, assuming that whole mess was one of Hulkreug's manoeuvres and not something that was happening because Olga was pulling his strings.' 
 
    'Stop attempting to point out the silver lining on things, Viktor, you're bad at it,' Nikolas groused. 
 
    'And who will you have chasing Olga down?' 
 
    'That is now Church business,' Stendeval answered for him. 
 
    'The Hierarch is content to allow the Watch to continue its investigation into the remaining matter of this… gap in the security of the Guild of Dust's facilities and any other mortal accomplices that haven't dabbled in the darker arts, but Olga DeWinter has publicly put the blood of innocents on her hands now and the situation is no longer in the grey area between the Watch's work and the Church's work.' 
 
    'Has the Baron signed off on that?' Viktor asked sceptically. 
 
    'He has, despite my protests,' Nikolas sighed. 'It's no secret that the Hierarch and I don't like one another's faces, but even the Baron has agreements he needs to keep to. As things are, I was barely able to keep us on the dust and the hundred and eight people that seem to be working for Olga and Stimlyf in one capacity or another, whether they know it or not,' Nikolas sighed bitterly. 
 
    'Stendeval had a private word with the Hierarch, as I understand.' The blonde man gave the templar a look. 
 
    'It does not behove us to attempt to overreach our mandate.' Stendeval shrugged. 
 
    'I know certain sections of society, both in Adelstrad and in the rest of Theronl, sometimes find the necessity of the Church a bitter pill to swallow, and perhaps some of my compatriots would like to have more to do with the "running" of the day-to-day than they should, but I am content to hunt monsters and issue evening prayer. That is all. 
 
    'It does no one any good for us to attempt to stick our noses into mundane matters of smuggled goods and base politics of crime and revolution that, quite frankly, are none of our business. My concerns are only that dangerous creatures be killed, and no one pays false homage to the Other.' 
 
    'And the Watch is not equipped for such things, even if I have put my fair share of werewolves down in my time.' Nikolas nodded. 'We understand the reasoning, Stendeval, but do not forget that the Church agreed to keep us appraised of goings on.' 
 
    Stendeval sighed, and Viktor got the impression that this wasn't the first time they'd had this argument today. 
 
    'As the Watch will keep us informed of exactly who has committed what crimes and what movements have occurred in your areas of oversight, so, too, will any relevant information we uncover be sent your way with all due haste. I'm not stupid enough to run separate, parallel investigations and not pool information, Captain Lauter.' 
 
    Viktor grumbled, pushing himself out of the cot and trying not to agitate his wounds. 'I see the rivalry of jurisdiction is alive and well, even if the two of you are attempting to keep things polite for now. What about me?' 
 
    'After you've spoken to the Baron and given your accounts?' Nikolas asked, wincing. 'I imagine you'll be very busy with the many executions that are sure to follow this entire fiasco. You won't have much time for anything else for a good while.' 
 
    Oh, joy. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three: The Crimson Palace 
 
    'Remind me exactly why we're taking a sky skiff for this? Seems a bit of a waste of coin when we could just take a carriage.' 
 
    Viktor peered over the side of the slender vessel, watching the mechanisms of the engines rhythmically churn out bouts of smokestone that covered the back and sides of the ship in a thick reave of smog, making it impossible to see anything below them. It was almost hypnotic, in a way. 
 
    'We can't take a carriage. The Crimson Palace hasn't been accessible by foot in a decade. The Baron had it sealed off for security. Now all transit to and from the palace occurs only using smokeships.' 
 
    'Can't imagine that's cheap.' 
 
    'It's not, but the Baron is willing to pay the price if it means just that extra little bit of security. Besides, it's more the longer or faster voyages that tend to really guzzle through smokestone. [DR11]I'll admit it's a clever way to stop your palace from being stormed, if you can afford it. As things are, the Baron can, and the Guild of Air trips over itself to get baronial contracts.' 
 
    'Hmm.' Viktor stepped away from the edge of the skiff that was [DR12]lavishly decorated in the customary red and gold of the House of Nameless Barons. He kept his hand at his side, constantly reaching for a broken axe that wasn't there. 
 
    Nikolas wasn't paying him much mind, standing idly at the prow of the small vessel and letting the wind ply its way through his air. Viktor could tell he found the sensation calming, and the way he stared at the juvenile drake's skull attached to the bowsprit made it clear he was a thousand kilometres away right now. 
 
    'There's something I wanted to discuss before we got to the palace.' 
 
    'Viktor, there's always something you want to discuss.' Nikolas sighed, lighting his pipe. 'What's bothering you?' 
 
    'In a word? Everything. I feel like I spend my life trying to make falling building blocks steady as they slip through my hands. I read the casualty report from the Temple Quarter. Twenty-three people are dead because I couldn't leave well enough alone.' 
 
    'No.' Nikolas surprised him with the firmness in his voice, immediately snapping to stare harshly at Viktor. 
 
    'Twenty-three people are dead because Olga DeWinter and Stimlyf Erolo decided they were entitled to blood because their pères didn't live up to expectations.' Nikolas spat the word in Theronlian, his normally flawless Dogspeak buckling under his temper. 
 
    'You only went looking for answers, as I should have expected you would. It's not in your nature to leave something half-done, Viktor. It was against my orders, yes, and I'm still furious with you for that, but I can see the need and, if I'm being blunt, I'd rather have you be too eager to do your work properly than not eager enough. 
 
    'Had you not clapped eyes on those two abominations, they would've either skipped town or gone to ground long enough for suspicion to die down. And then we would have more bewitched puppets on our hands. At least now we know what to look for. 
 
    'The Church is pumping holy water into every well in the city as we speak. The Hierarch himself is so certain that will curb any ability for Stimlyf to maintain a bewitching that he offered to eat his hat if we find another mindless minion.' 
 
    Viktor was silent for several moments, chewing on his own tongue in contemplation. He tilted his head to the side, watching the city below at an angle that wasn't obscured by the smog. 
 
    They were two hundred metres in the air right now, rapidly ascending higher as the sailors adjusted their elevation to account for the sheerness of the mountain they were flying up.  
 
    Viktor could see the people below milling about like busy little ants, in and out of a thousand little shops and houses and businesses carved out of white and grey stone. 
 
    He wondered if this is what the Baron saw when he looked out his window. Little ants, lives that only mattered as numbers on his documents. 
 
    'Regardless of what we say to the Baron, Hulkreug and Lym are both already dead, aren't they? There's nothing we can say or do to make it clear they're innocent.' 
 
    'I suspect not, no. Stendeval has had men in the keep. They confirm that Lym and Hulkreug have been under the effects of a nasty sort of magic for quite some time. "Months or years," was what they said to me. 
 
    'Both are functionally braindead at[DR13] this point, given impetus only by the lingering remnants of the spell. [DR14]Death might be a mercy, and even if that's not the case, the Baron has made political overtures in the Red Court that would leave him at a disadvantage were he to show lenience now. "Innocent" is not part of the equation.' 
 
    'Political overtures such as?' 
 
    'Nothing specific. Shifting alliances. Many nobles and the few merchants with a presence in the Court have begun withdrawing their support and associations with both the Erolo family and the Guild of Merchants en masse. 
 
    'Anyone [DR15]who was even remotely aligned with either of those two houses has suddenly developed a great need for new political patrons. In most cases, those are either the more powerful noble families or the Baron himself.' 
 
    Nikolas gave him a look. 'This is to say nothing of the amount of coin the Baron will have in his coffers once he cuts Lym and Hulkreug's heads off. He wouldn't dare leave that amount to you, so at the very least, you can be relieved that you won't be the one swinging the axe.' 
 
    'I see.' Honestly, that just made Viktor feel sick more than anything else. 
 
    The sky skiff turned slowly as the sailor at the back gave a gentle nudge to the steering pole or tiller or whatever it was called.  
 
    'Captain, just letting you know we're almost there, but we're gonna be a little longer. Air currents are bad today, so we’re taking a long route through a quieter part of the wind.' 
 
    'Very good, airman,' Nikolas said, waving at him distractedly. 
 
    'There are a few other lingering concerns. When you interrogated Stimlyf, did you...?' Viktor trailed off. 
 
    'Notice anything that piqued my suspicions? No, not really. I saw a broken child whose father had just been killed in his own home. Tears, a red face. Anger. Confusion. All those little emotions I've seen every time I ever had to bring news of a dead soldier back.' 
 
    'Given that Hulkreug and Lym were under a spell—' 
 
    'It's possible,' Nikolas cut him off. 'Perhaps even likely that Stimlyf was working some foulness on me, something to trick me into being less sceptical. Just to be safe, I've had so much holy water in the last day that I think I'm starting to have an allergic reaction to the horrible stuff.' Nikola sighed. 'Either that or my soul's dirty. I can't quite tell anymore.' 
 
    Viktor hesitated for a moment, then awkwardly clapped a hand on Nikolas's shoulder, letting it slide off after a few seconds. He looked surprised, even if only for a moment. 
 
    Viktor was silent for a while[DR16]. 'I don't think your soul is dirty, Nikolas. This is a shit city, and everyone here operates on some level of villainy. At a certain point, it becomes impossible to exist here without having to put some nasty scars on your hands and face. It could be worse. You could be a Blackclad.' He shrugged. 
 
    'I... Thank you, Viktor...' Nikolas gave him a look out of the corner of his eye. 'And... Perhaps, try not to use that word as a pejorative. God only knows you're a finer sort of bastard than some of the "upstanding people" I've had to deal with here.' 
 
    'Yeah,' Viktor said unconvincingly, sensing that the conversation was over and taking a step back. 
 
    The angry spike that was the Crimson Palace came up to meet them. A quarter of a kilometre was no unimpressive height for a tower, but that it had been built on the highest peak in the city only made it seem yet more menacing. The obelisk stretched up into the sky, almost as if someone had built it hoping to bleed a god. 
 
    The Crimson Palace was all sharp angles and triangular balconies, a disorienting criss-cross of a hundred impossibly-angled towers and twice that number in hazardous walkways that didn't seem to go anywhere. The main gate had been built in the shape of a monstrous, sharklike mouth, devouring anyone who entered.  
 
    The structure was rimmed by three massive harbour gantries that each bristled with the movement of more than three dozen skiffs coming and going, carrying shamblebrasses, cargo, and nobles attending court. 
 
    'Docking now, starboard side! Hands away from the edge if you'd like to keep 'em!' the sailor in charge shouted at the seven other men manning the skiff. 'Strong wind gust at two hundred and ten degrees. Adjust the damned flight path. Engine burst, seven seconds on my signal.' 
 
    The man put a clenched fist in the air and the sailors rushed into motion to steady the skiff against the sudden wind. Viktor looked up and found dark grey clouds gathering in the sky. 
 
    Nothing like some of the storms he'd seen in Adelstrad but maybe [DR17]the potential for being one. He put a bandaged hand out and let the tiny droplets of water bounce off his flesh. 
 
    [DR18]The smaller smokestone engines at the front of the craft flared to life, spitting fire and smoke and stopping the craft from careening into the side of the palace as they approached. The sailors steered them to one of three larger circular platforms near the base of the palace where many of the heavier smokeships disembarked. 
 
    Some dockworkers gathered at the nearest sub-jetty and several swung grappling hooks over the gaping crevice. The sailors caught them and attached them to the mast keeping the mainsail aloft. One signalled for the dockworkers to pull them in as another group of men on the wharf struggled to raise a set of iron beams for the skiff to dock on. 
 
    'Steady boys, steady. Wind's fighting us today,' another sailor commented, gritting his teeth under the hard work of slowly pulling the skiff into the dock. 
 
    Finally, they made touchdown on the iron beams, and none too gently. Viktor was almost knocked off his feet by the impact, but Nikolas didn't seem to mind. Bastard had evidently been on smokeships before. Viktor hadn't. 
 
    'A final word of warning before we enter the palace, Viktor. The Baron has no tolerance for people speaking back to him, and I've seen three courtiers die foolishly attempting to do just that in the time I've been here. Stay in line, don't speak unless spoken to, and be respectful at all times. If you make a mistake of protocol, I won't be able to do anything to stop the Baron from taking unreasonable responses.' Nikolas drew a hand along his neck. "I'm on thin ice with His Grace as is.' 
 
    'Got it,' Viktor grumbled. 
 
    Nikolas nodded, depositing the remnants of his nicotine off the side of the skiff and then stepping off onto the gangplank the workers extended with an enviably certain footing. Viktor watched the bits of herb disappear into the nothingness below and felt himself suppressing a gulp. 
 
    If he fell off now, it seemed like it would be hours before he hit the bottom. Not really, his brain immediately told him, but it certainly felt that way. 
 
    He followed along after Nikolas, cursing himself for flinching when he put a leg over the gap between the skiff and the jetty, the much-too-thin gangplank doing nothing to assuage his concerns. Nikolas could have just waited for the workers to put a few more planks down, maybe have told the sailors to put them down right up by the jetty... 
 
    The two metres over the gangplank to the jetty felt like the walk of his life. That the iron beams below them had safety netting to stop anyone from actually falling to their death didn't quieten the primal part of his mind that wanted to be down on solid ground. 
 
    It didn't help that one of the men working the jetty evidently hadn't been looking carefully at the passengers of the small ship, seeing as he looked up, found Viktor's black mask staring down at him, then immediately shat himself. He would have fallen over if Viktor hadn't lashed a hand out and caught the man by his shoulder. 
 
    'Steady,' he said simply. 
 
    The man was not comforted, not even slightly. He quivered silently for a moment, then lost even the nerve to look at Viktor and averted his gaze, finding interest in the planks. 
 
    Viktor sighed, hoisting the man to his feet and making a show of dusting him off. A cursory glance at his fellows offered a small sea of scared faces. 
 
    Word had spread fast. It had only been two days since that fiasco in the Temple Quarter, and yet somehow, in the telling of the tale as it was passed through a thousand mouths across the city, the story had morphed from "The executioner barely survived an encounter with a werewolf, severely injured" to "The executioner beat the werewolf into submission with his bare hands, and it was seen fleeing the Temple Quarter in a panic." 
 
    Naturally, from there the story had really gotten out of control, and now every motherfucker in the city and his granny was telling his mates never to get near Viktor the Executioner when he was in a foul mood. 
 
    According to the stories, he'd apparently killed three men in the last few days just for looking at him funny. 
 
    'Relax, bloke. I don't bite.' 
 
    Viktor began the sentence by trying to be reassuring, genuinely he did, but the temptation to add "much" to the end of it was just too great, and a fresh wave of horror dawned on the dockworker's features, mirrored by his fellows. 
 
    'Viktor,' Nikolas called back. 'Stop terrorising the staff, would you? We'll be late.' 
 
    Viktor sighed, walking along after the Captain and not even bothering to try to walk around the small group of red-robed courtiers depositing themselves off a skycutter, each wearing an outfit that was more poofy and stupid-looking than the last. 
 
    One of them clapped eyes on him mid-joke and the cheerful mood they'd been operating immediately broke into pieces. Fancyboy and Brownie alike parted like a sea before him. 
 
    On a normal day he might have enjoyed that, but looking up at the impossible spires jutting up from the Crimson Palace and the hundreds of jagged windows that reminded him of the mismatched eyes of a nightmare, the entire structure feeling for all the world like it'd been painted with actual blood, it just tasted like ash in his mouth. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Nikolas led him through the interior of the palace and up some bloodstained steps that seemed to have been deliberately laid skew and sharp so that visitors had to walk carefully and slowly to avoid falling over and drawing blood. 
 
    He'd made the mistake of putting his hand on the railing and earned himself a cut on his thumb for the effort. Every angle in the palace was either sharp or jagged, and the Baron had conspicuously had the interior of every room hewn in a broken, disjointed manner that gave the palace a distinctly schizophrenic feeling. 
 
    The wall next to him was lined with red paintings denoting figures with wide eyes or gaunt features or grim countenances or with fear lining their features. He had originally thought they might be distant familial relations, but then he noticed the text underneath each painting. 
 
    Brennon the Lark, 99 AC. Lady Esbremella Lestrange, 201 AC. Gallaghan of the Deep, 74 AC. March Rasmongold, 196 AC. Mikael Myun, 60 AC. 
 
    The dates followed no logical order, each painting was hung at a slightly different height and angle, and most strangely, they were all painted in a radically different style. 
 
    Realist pieces, impressionist pieces, romantic pieces, dark pieces. One piece painted in chiaroscuro, except with red instead of white. One painting of a stylised broken face seen from the side, another where the person posing had been painted twice for some reason. Another one that was hung upside down. One woman had her features disgustingly exaggerated, while another man was painted just as an outline with wide, ultra-detailed eyes. 
 
    'Nikolas, what are—?' 
 
    'The Nameless Barons have a tradition of having a painting commissioned of the condemned every time they perform an execution personally. You're witnessing two centuries of emotions captured a few hours before death.' 
 
    Viktor felt his breath coming a little faster and cursed himself for quickening his pace to catch up with Nikolas. They crested the staircase and came into a long, cramped corridor that was unsurprisingly very red. Poorly lit as well. Viktor could barely see in front of his face. 
 
    If Nikolas noticed Viktor's apprehension, he didn't comment. 'Mind the steps here. This corridor has several spots that dip into small stairwells and then back up, and if you're not paying attention, you might break your teeth.' 
 
    True to his word, Viktor almost took himself out when his foot found a completely pointless staircase that dipped down for exactly three steps into three metres of lower flooring, then dipped three steps back up. 
 
    'What's the purpose of—?' 
 
    'There isn't one.' 
 
    A door Viktor could have sworn hadn't been there a moment before opened up, and he almost shat himself as an inhumanely pale, snow-white woman stepped out dressed in an outfit the same red as the courtiers but made with much simpler stitching. 
 
    The maid regarded them with ghostly white eyes and not even a twitch of an expression on her face. She held a candle up towards Nikolas's face, peering at him. 
 
    'We're expected,' Nikolas said. 
 
    The maid offered no reply and gave no indication that she had heard him, turning towards Viktor and staring at his hood, then searched [DR19]down his torso and across his arms for something that Viktor got the impression she wouldn't explain. 
 
    A quiet, almost imperceptible ticking sound caught his ear, along with the minute twitch of the woman's hands as they held the candle. It was rhythmic, like the beat of a heart. 
 
    Almost as if to answer his question, she turned her back to him and looked at Nikolas again, revealing the fist-sized brass windup that had been inserted into the small of her back, slowly ticking away and winding down to nothing. 
 
    The shamblebrass was very high quality. Viktor knew the Baron took only the cream of the crop of his corpse tax, but even the nobles could rarely find corpses so pristine. The Merchant Guard had to make do with corpses that were so badly damaged their faces and bodies had to be covered for decency. 
 
    She said nothing, for[DR20] shamblebrasses couldn't speak. Instead, she pressed a pre-written note into Nikolas's hands and offered one more strange look at Viktor. 
 
    Then she disappeared into a different hidden door to the one she had entered the corridor through, taking the light with her as another pale hand reached through the shadows and pulled the first door shut. The second door somehow closed by itself. 
 
    'What's… the note say?' Viktor asked, trying to distract himself from the walls by looking up at the ceiling and regretting it when he caught sight of the tortured brass statues that had been suspended from the much-too-high ceiling by rusty iron chains. 
 
    Nikolas was somehow able to make out the contents of the letter even after the maid had taken the light with her. 
 
    'His Grace wants to meet us in his study. We've been told not to be late.' 
 
    'Where's the study?' 
 
    Nikolas pointed upwards with an index finger, turning on his heels. 
 
    'Come. I know the way.' 
 
    Viktor could have sworn that a cold breath crept up his neck as he followed along after Nikolas, but when he turned there was no one behind him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A nervous, portly courtier jumped at their approach as Nikolas led him into a hall with a roof that had been carved to resemble a thousand monstrous mouths descending from the ceiling, and a floor that was decorated with red mosaics showing past battles against the Nordlings in needlessly bloody detail. 
 
    'C-Captain Lauter!' the dark-haired, balding man with a long nose and wide eyes squeaked, offering a tilt of his head that made the white ruff around his neck bend stupidly. 'His Grace is expecting—' 
 
    'I've been informed, Lortly.' 
 
    'V-very good. I should advise you that His Grace wasn't expecting to take any visitors today, and he's not in a patient mood.' 
 
    Lortly's eyes tilted to the side, and he seemed to notice Viktor for the first time. 'Your… ah, servant, will have to wait here, I'm afraid.' 
 
    Viktor took pains not to bristle as Nikolas shook his head. 'This is Viktor, Lortly. Our executioner. He witnessed a certain incident in the Temple Quarter that His Grace needs to be informed of.' 
 
    'The Baron… will not be pleased to have Blackclads tracking dust all over his carpets.' 
 
    'I will take responsibility if he is irked,' Nikolas sighed. 
 
    'Very well,' Lortly decided. 'If you would follow me.' 
 
    Lortly tapped nervously over the portion of the mosaic that showed a Nordling chieftain having his head torn off by a templar. He[DR21] brought them to a black door and opened it, forcing[DR22] Viktor to cover his eyes and face for the harsh gust of wind that immediately burst into the room. 
 
    'This way,' Lortly fidgeted awkwardly, stepping onto a direly narrow, arched walkway that couldn't possibly accommodate more than one person at a time. He walked at a brisk pace, heedless of the storm clouds roiling above and the wind that was almost strong enough to put a man over the blackened railing. 
 
    'This is one of the older parts of the palace. Mind your footing,' Nikolas said, putting a hand gently on the railing and ascending the much too steep path. 
 
    Viktor followed along after him, managing to avoid looking down for exactly five seconds before the temptation ruined him and he was treated to a disorientating, nauseating view of Adelstrad from the highest building in the city. 
 
    The palace, being at the peak of Mount Adelstrad, was geographically in the centre of the city. If Viktor strained hard enough and risked the stupidity that was looking downwards, he could see the Upper Keep in the distance, overlooking the gorges and treacherous cliffs where the city abruptly ended. 
 
    The pathway they were walking was towards the north of the palace, but the pathway entered a disgusting bend halfway through, and soon, Viktor was walking eastwards, not even daring to put his hand on the railing for how much it'd creaked the first time he'd tried. 
 
    It was almost poetic. If he were to fall off now, some Fancyboy in the Uppers would likely be cleaning his shattered body off his roof for weeks. Well, most likely it would be some poor servant doing so, but he almost wondered if there was a sick sort of justice in the idea of his body falling through some rich toss's roof and crushing him to death. 
 
    Worse ways to die, he supposed. 
 
    Lortly wiped a bead of sweat away from his balding forehead as they came to a stop in front of a disquietingly lonely, needle-thin tower connected to the main palace only by three equally thin buttresses. 
 
    Viktor peered at the black door, decorated with what seemed to be skulls dipped in molten gold. He couldn't decide if Lortly was scared shitless by the abominable height or the mere proximity to the Baron. 
 
    The seneschal turned to give them both a sympathetic look, offering another bow and mouthing "Good luck" to Nikolas as he ducked under him, making speed for the way he came. 
 
    Nikolas sighed and knocked on the door thrice. 
 
    There was a lingering silence for a moment that stretched into lingering silence for several moments that stretched into lingering silence for a full minute. 
 
    Viktor made to open his mouth to ask Nikolas if the Baron hadn't heard, then a brass speaking tube slowly ground its way down the wall and a voice like a sharpening stone being drawn across a sword rumbled around the walkway. 
 
    'Enter.' 
 
    The door swung open of its own accord, accompanied by a mechanical ticking sound that told him the Guild of Steam hadn't left the Baron's private office alone when they had evidently been brought in to work on the palace. 
 
    Nikolas stepped in before Viktor, motioning for him to follow. He took a deep breath, then stepped through the threshold into the private study of the man that had ordered him put into his black hood. 
 
    The room was the first one in the palace Viktor had seen that wasn't red, instead being painted in a dark, lacquered brown that was the same shade as the cluttered desk that had been put against one window almost as an afterthought. 
 
    Maps, charts, documents, pens, and various other odds and sods were scattered everywhere, and a fireplace in the corner burnt with green flames that smelled of pleasantness. 
 
    Strange. Why would the Baron be burning salvestone? 
 
    Before it stood a large, red wingback chair, faced towards the flames. Viktor might have thought it was empty, if not for the lean, veiny hand [DR23]swirling a flute of red wine. 
 
    'My baron,' Nikolas said, bowing low. Viktor hesitated for a moment out of uncertainty, then did the same. 
 
    'Today was meant to be a restful one for me, Captain,' the Baron's deep voice rolled out an ancient throat. 'I've seen reports of no less than three coastal villages wiped out by Nordlings in the last forty-eight hours and it's becoming increasingly clear to me that their attacks are much more organised and concerted than the typical annual raiding.' 
 
    The Baron's gnarled fingers tightened around the wine [DR24]flute, and the sound of the glass flexing under his grip tore about the room. Viktor couldn't help but feel that if the Baron decided to break his wine glass, he might break other things too. 
 
    It didn't escape his notice that a wicked-looking boarding cutlass was resting against the left side of the wingback, sans a sheath and with just a little bit of a bloodstain adorning its serrated edge. 
 
    'I might just have the Third War of Black Scales on my hands, I give myself my first day off in more than three years, and you choose now to send word that you have need to urgently meet with me about… what exactly?' the Baron's tone dripped with disdain. 
 
    'I apologise, my baron,' Nikolas spoke, not stepping out of the bow. 'There have been developments I felt you should be urgently made aware of.' 
 
    'Then speak them.' 
 
    'There's evidence that both Hulkreug DeWinter and Lym Erolo were… acting outside of their usual minds. Viktor was the first one to notice their strange behaviour in incarceration, but I also asked the Church to send some templars in to confirm, and they say both have been bewitched for quite some time.' 
 
    The Baron was quiet for three seconds, then he hummed in thought, escalating the swirling of the wine flute. 
 
    'That shouldn't be possible,' he said finally. 'Not if Lym himself was the one throwing curselings about.' 
 
    'I...don't believe he was, Your Grace...' 
 
    Nikolas worked his jaw for a split second, considering something. 
 
    'I wanted to be sure we were not leaving ourselves open to any more malfeasance or rogue magic, so I had Viktor trail Olga DeWinter through the city.' 
 
    'Hmph. You send the executioner of all people to investigate? Odd choice, Captain Lauter.' 
 
    'With the greatest respect, my baron, Viktor is cleverer than his station would suggest.' 
 
    The Baron was very silent for a very long time, and only spoke again when Viktor's back was frankly beginning to hurt from bending down for so long. 
 
    'Is that true, executioner?' 
 
    'Your Grace?' Viktor asked. 
 
    'Is it true that you're smarter than the average Blackclad?' 
 
    'Slightly smarter, Your Grace,' Viktor demurred. 
 
    'Slightly smarter,' the Baron parroted in what seemed like mockery, drawing the wine to his unseen mouth and taking a long, calculated sip.  
 
    'And how was it that you even came to find the whereabouts of Olga DeWinter, a known collaborator in treason?' 
 
    'I have an...associate in the Lowers that's good at being unseen. She's been watching the DeWinter manor for me for a while now. She was the one that originally noticed Olga was sneaking out of it at night.' 
 
    'And then?' 
 
    'I found Olga in the Temple Quarter mid-coitus with Stimlyf Erolo. She turned into a werewolf and almost killed me. I ran, and that prompted her to initiate her massacre.' 
 
    'Hmph. Werewolves do tend to do that,' the Baron chuckled unsympathetically. 'I'm impressed you're still breathing.' 
 
    The Baron waved a document at them over the armrest of the chair. 
 
    'I have the report you sent ahead with me here, Captain. It's slightly out of date. The testimonies I've heard thus far indicate that the casualty count from the beast is in the upper three dozen now that some of those with more serious injuries have succumbed to them. This part here, however, is it correct? The Erolo boy turned five people into stone as he made his escape?' 
 
    'It is. Hence why you see my concern, Your Grace,' Nikolas said. 'A witch and a werewolf together in one night, and from what we've gathered, both have ample reason to hate their fathers.' 
 
    'This much justifies neither treason nor witchcraft,' the Baron muttered. 
 
    'No, but it provides motive and means. Even if Erolo and DeWinter might have initially been complicit, we have no way of proving they even knew what they were doing.' 
 
    'This may be true, but I am the Baron,' the old man snapped, slamming a fist down onto the side table and using his other hand to brush his fingers against his sword.  
 
    'Proof and innocence are not things that are of concern to me, Captain Lauter. I am concerned with stability. Hulkreug has been a thorn in my side for decades, and both of these men, willingly or not, were party to some of the worst treason this city has seen in a century. A bombing plot? Against my own house?' 
 
    Nikolas said nothing, still bowed in front of the Baron. His silence only seemed to further anger the old man. He curled an index finger over the back of the chair, beckoning Nikolas over with menacing casualness. 
 
    He sighed silently but stood to his full height and approached the chair, coming around the front to stand and look the Baron in the face. 
 
    The old man said something inaudible to Nikolas then, something barely above a whisper, but it was a whisper that made Nikolas go white as a sheet. The Baron again whispered something Viktor couldn't hear, and Nikolas shook his head stiltedly. A dry, cruel chuckle erupted from the Baron's throat, and he gestured with a hand for Nikolas to go back whence he came, as if he were discarding a piece of paper. 
 
    Nikolas's complexion didn't improve as he walked back, eyes straight ahead in an emotionless mask that did a poor job of hiding the terror worming its way across his face. 
 
    The silence reigned like a tyrant for a few moments as the old man slowly leaned forward in his wingback, reached for a pile of logs and tossed a few onto the salvestone fire. 
 
    'Viktor, did I say you had permission to cease bowing?' the Baron said suddenly, taking a firm hold on the handle of his blade. 
 
    Viktor realised only then that in his efforts to overhear what the Baron had said to Nikolas, he had[DR25] raised his head slightly. 
 
    How had the Baron even known? 
 
    'No, Your Grace. I apologise, I meant no offence.' 
 
    'Offence was taken,' the Baron said simply. 
 
    Viktor thought about looking to Nikolas for guidance but got the distinct impression that doing so might be his end. 
 
    Pride gave way to fear, and he tactically put himself on one knee, lowering his head even further. 'Forgive me, Your Grace. I'm unlearned in the ways of addressing and interacting with men of your station.' 
 
    'As well I should hope, unless you're about to tell me that you and Captain Lauter have become… more comfortable with one another than is befitting the working relationship between a Watch Captain and a degenerate whose life I only spared because doing so was useful to me.' 
 
    'No, Your Grace.' 
 
    The Baron was murderously quiet again. He seemed to like using silence as a tool of fear, and Viktor was quickly realising that it was far from the only fearful weapon in his arsenal. 
 
    'Then neither of you will object to what comes next.' The Baron took the document in his lap and tossed it into the fire, green flames licking it up.  
 
    'Captain Lauter, I'm having all mentions of this incident erased. As far as the public is concerned, Hulkreug DeWinter and Lym Erolo did act intentionally and with malice to destroy their rightful lord, and as such they will be duly excruciated along with any others I deem as having been too closely associated with them.  
 
    'You will speak not a word of this to anyone, neither of you, and you will burn any documents relating to it. Before the end of the day, both of those traitors will be sent here for summary execution. These tales of witchcraft will die with Lym Erolo when I lop his head off, and Hulkreug's treason will follow suit. Do you both understand?' 
 
    'Yes, Your Grace,' they both said at the same time. 
 
    'However, I'm not stupid enough to leave the matter unattended. The official story will be that the werewolf is a rogue experiment of Lym's, some disgusting leftover of his work. A mindless beast. Incapable of speech or thought or reason. It will be hunted down and destroyed by the templars, and only the templars. Stimlyf Erolo will follow suit, having perished from injuries sustained during the purging of the Erolo manor.' 
 
    That Stimlyf had not suffered any major injuries during the raid and that everything coming out of the Baron's mouth was bullshit would be a very dangerous truth to verbalise. 
 
    'We understand, Your Grace, and will obey without question,' Nikolas said diplomatically. 
 
    'I think that might have been the smartest set of words to come out of your mouth yet, Lauter,' the Baron said, a tiny amount of death seeping out of his voice. 'Executioner, you will receive your owed coins and coffers in due time. It shouldn't be longer than the week until the clerks I have going over the financial records of Tol Erolo and those other men you killed. You will be notified when you have permission to interact with those accounts.' 
 
    'Thank you, Your Grace.' 
 
    'I'm additionally transferring Lym's estate to you.' 
 
    Viktor coughed under his hood. 'Pardon, Your Grace, I must have mishear—' 
 
    'You did not,' the Baron said testily. 'I'm a very cruel man, Viktor, and most of my men are either bought or broken. Captain Lauter was correct in saying that you did well to snuff out these lingering remnants as you did, even if I do now have to waste my day off orchestrating a cover-up. You should be rewarded.' 
 
    Game. That was a game the old man was playing, no doubt about it, and Viktor very much didn't want to engage. He bowed even lower, touching his forehead to the floor. 
 
    'Your Grace, I'm honoured and humbled but—' 
 
    'Bought or broken, Viktor.' The Baron slammed a fist into the side table, splintering it into pieces with surprising strength. 'I have no strong preference either way, but it will be one of the two.' 
 
    'The Laws of Three my ancestors penned may forbid even me from speaking of your crimes, but I am the only man in this city save Captain Lauter that knows the depths of your depravity. That you are useful means you are worth the effort of buying, but do not think you are so indispensable to my administration that you are immune to being broken. So choose.' 
 
    Viktor could hear Nikolas's breathing quickening to his left. 
 
    'I understand, my baron. I choose to be bought.' 
 
    'Smart man. You will take Lym Erolo's estate, his manor, his servants, as well as his debts. My gift to you. But I want to make something clear now. Any thoughts you may harbour of that pardon Captain Lauter suggested to me in his report? Erase them. You are nothing here without me propping you up. I own you now, Viktor, and I will never allow you out of that hood. Do you understand?' 
 
    Biting down on the urge to create a massacre in the Baron's office was perhaps the hardest thing Viktor had ever done, accomplished only because he knew that the second he tried, the old man would kill him. 
 
    No one knew how and no one could comment on specifics, but the Baron was impossibly hard to destroy for an old man. Of the fifty or so assassination attempts that had been made on him during his lifetime, none had ended in anything other than blood and screams, and no one in living memory had so much as seen the Baron suffer from a scrape. 
 
    'Yes, Your Grace.' 
 
    'I am glad.' The Baron carelessly tossed some documents over the back of the chair, trusting that a cowed Nikolas would catch them without even looking. 
 
    'You, Viktor, will spend a day or two acquainting yourself with your new wealth, then you will set about investigating matters further.  
 
    'The question of the witch and the werewolf is now formally removed from the jurisdiction of the Watch, and while I now know how the pixiedust got into my city and which particular circle of thieves was responsible for carrying it, I still want to know where it came from. This Tasya vas Krieg that Hulkreug spoke of will be a good place to start.' 
 
    'Yes, Your Grace.' 
 
    'And Nikolas, you have new orders as well. All is detailed in that document I just tossed you. Do not disappoint. You know what happens in this city to men that do.' 
 
    'Yes, my baron,' Nikolas said quietly. 
 
    'Good,' the Baron said with deadly cheer. 'You may both leave now.' 
 
    At the first opportunity, a hardened criminal and a veteran of multiple wars scurried out of the Baron's office like they were mice, leaving the old man alone with his broken table and his roaring green flames. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four: The Chain Upon the Guild of Merchants 
 
    A written announcement formally declaring the reformation of the Baron's Guard, with immediate effect. 
 
    An emergency order rescinding the Guild of Merchants' right to tax or patrol any parts of the city, along with an order for the disbandment of the Merchant Guard. Notice of a sponsored candidate the Baron was putting forward for the upcoming elections for the new Guild Head. Order of a slew of other measures and taxes meant to completely de-fang the institution and put it unofficially but firmly under the Baron's thumb. 
 
    A locate and capture order for Rolt Soltkin, designated as the utmost priority and specifying that she was not to be killed under any circumstances, as she was wanted for interrogation, signed under the Watch's mandate. A copy of the extermination orders out for Stimlyf and Olga, under the Church's mandate. 
 
    A total of sixty-seven people who had been sentenced to death by beheading. Erolo men-at-arms, lords associated too closely with them, some of the few leftovers from the Smugglers' Guild. Twenty-seven of those being perpetrators of unrelated crimes like pickpocketing or breaking and entry that had been unfortunate enough to have had their cases reviewed on a day where the Baron felt like making examples. 
 
    The storm had broken by now, and dark clouds heaved outside of Nikolas's office, a torrent of rain washing down into the evening. Disgustingly strong winds poured in through the window before Nikolas gently shut it with a hand that was white and shaking from the amount of force he was exerting on the windowpane's handle. 
 
    'I've been reassigned,' he said simply. 'To the Baron's Guard. His Grace feels that my military experience will be invaluable, and I've been sent to go deal with the Nordlings as they make their way south towards the city while the Baron himself shores up the defences Adelstrad proper. Ideally, before they can siege Adelstrad.' 
 
    Viktor said nothing, not trusting himself to speak. Finally, he asked the damning question. 
 
    'Will you have enough men to keep them at bay? If the Guard is only just being reformed...' 
 
    'I'm thinking men will be a luxury, but the Baron has no shortage of shamblebrasses, seeing as he's been converting all of the city's dead and storing the most fit of them in his warehouses for decades now. Many of the men from the Merchant Guard will likely be tempted to sign on to the new corps as well, seeing as they're freshly out of work. Anyone not put under my command will probably get mustered by Lord Fairfax sooner or later, so I hope I'll eventually be reinforced once he's had some time to train and equip them.' 
 
    Nikolas left unspoken that Druke Fairfax—militant and unforgiving as he was—hated his guts and that there was a considerable risk he might simply opt to leave Nikolas out to dry. 
 
    'And the Guild of Merchants?' 
 
    'No longer exists as anything other than another aspect of the Baron's regime. A few of their prominent councillors have tried to protest him putting a preferred candidate forward, seeing as they felt it improper. More than a few have suffered unfortunate "accidents" and two are missing. The rest have been cowed into submission and understand that he's… rather insistent his preference be given the Guild Head seat.' 
 
    'That was… fast. The new orders have only been out for half a day.' 
 
    'Say what you will about the Baron, but he knows how to clench a fist. This long series of tragedies has been turned to his advantage. I can't say that I don't see the logic. He wasn't exaggerating when he said that this year will be a bleak one for the province. 
 
    'As of yesterday, there's far more ships beaching against the shores than was expected. The information is being kept strictly need-to-know for now, but the raiders are already moving through towns like locusts through a field. I suppose the Baron wants as many assets as he can get to fight the barbarians off.' 
 
    Viktor [DR26]felt too exhausted to say anything. He watched the lone little candle that Nikolas had lit and put on his desk, himself too floored to be able to bother piling logs into the fireplace and lighting it.' 
 
    Viktor leaned back in his seat, putting his hands into his fists and working them awkwardly. 'What do you want to do?' 
 
    'There's nothing we can do. I will do as I'm told and head back to the Crimson Palace tomorrow, seeing as I have recruits to train and an army to organise.' Nikolas sighed, looking up at the ceiling. 'War always seems to have a way of finding me. I had hoped that I had fought my last.' 
 
    'And me?' 
 
    'You also need to do as you're told, Viktor. I know that you enjoy rebellion very much, especially against people that you feel are unworthy of your respect, but disobeying the Baron will be the death of you.' 
 
    'What? Like Lym and Hulkreug? For the crime of themselves being victims of black magic? If we hand them over to him, not only will he kill them, but he'll make sure the Guild of Corpses rewires their nerves back into place so that even death doesn't stave the agony off.' 
 
    Nikolas looked at Viktor darkly. 'I know. But… there's nothing that can be done to stop that now. We tried. We did what we could to convince him, but if either of us had spoken a wrong word, he'd have killed us.' 
 
    'He's just one old man, Nikolas.' Viktor sighed angrily. 'No one is that fearsome a swordsman.' 
 
    Nikolas's eyes widened and he slammed a hand over Viktor's mouth, looking around as if afraid that the walls had ears. 'Be deathly careful of what you say, Viktor. You don't need to be in earshot of the Baron for word to find its way back to him of any transgressions, and this entire city just became about ten times more dangerous.' 
 
    Viktor wanted to argue, he was angry enough to argue, but the uncharacteristic fear in Nikolas's eyes gave him pause. 
 
    'What about the Watch? Even if there are Nordling ships breaking sail on our shores right now, it's still a necessary entity to keep the city in check. The gangs will explode out of the Lowers if there's not someone to break skulls to make a point, and if you leave, we'll be down three captains out of three.' 
 
    'Someone new will be appointed to the position of Upper Captain in my place. Lieutenant Nort is being promoted to Middle Captain, and the Baron is still contemplating the situation in the Lowers. That said, my replacement knows what she's doing. Between her and Captain Nort, I'm sure they'll be able to coordinate patrols and operations in the Lowers.' 
 
    Viktor nodded with a sigh. 'So who is replacing you exactly?' 
 
    'Lieutenant Gauss Fairfax. You two don't speak much, but I'm sure you've seen her around once or twice.' 
 
    'Yeah. Unlikeable bitch, but she's not bad at her job. I suppose if anyone other than you or I is going to hunt Soltkin down, it'd be her.' 
 
    Nikolas shrugged. 'Excuse the bitterness in my voice, but I suppose that's no longer my concern. Gauss is a fine enough officer; she'll keep the Uppers from falling apart in my absence.' 
 
    'Nikolas... I feel like we should cease beating around the bush.' Viktor pulled a quill out of the ink pot and scrawled a note down. 
 
    The Baron is sending you out to die... 
 
    Lightning flashed outside, and Nikolas decided in that moment that he didn't have enough nicotine in his system. He lit up his pipe, exhaling away from Viktor, then leaning down to write his own note. 
 
    That's a possibility I won't discount. Evidently, our attempts to speak reason to him have not gone unpunished. I'm unsure if he intends for me to die, however. I am currently the man in the city with the most military experience to speak of. I'm indispensable to him. 
 
    Viktor's eyes flicked to the staircase, suddenly paranoid he might find an assassin with a crossbow ascending it. 
 
    There's something else. He hid it well with that speech about breaking or buying his men, but I doubt that I am useful to him to the point that he would pay me off with a noble's estate. If he's not trying to get you killed, then he's trying to separate us. Does he think we're in on the bombing plot? 
 
    Nikolas snatched the previous notes up and wandered over to the fireplace, stuffing them inside and throwing in a smokestone brick. He sparked it with the embers from his pipe, then turned back to Viktor once the room was bathed in uncomfortable red light and blue smoke. 
 
    I think he's definitely not telling us everything, but that was always a given with the Baron, Nikolas wrote. 
 
    Whether I'm being moved because he has genuine need of my tactical skills, because it's easier to have someone killed during the confusion in the middle of a battle, or because he just wants me somewhere far from the city where I can't ask questions, I think it's safe to say that he's at least as concerned about you. He wasn't fooled by your stupid act, Viktor. The man knows you're sharp, and the Baron is wary about sharp people more than anyone else. 
 
    Nikolas tossed the new note into the fireplace, taking a flagon out and pouring a drink. 
 
    Viktor sighed. 'So Gauss will deal with Rolt, assuming she's even able to track her down, much less capture her, and the Church will deal with Stimlyf and Olga. Meanwhile you fight Nordlings, and I'm off chasing for whichever hole the drugs came through...' 
 
    Viktor considered it. He was a Blackclad, so it would make sense the Baron would consider him a high risk for having motivation to upend the existing order. Not to mention that he also had a pretty good motive to hate the Baron, seeing as he was in this hood because of him. It made sense that he would be kept on a short leash and made to chase lesser foxes. 
 
    He wasn't stupid enough to verbalise it, seeing as he knew that even Nikolas might be tempted to put a sword in his chest for doing so, but it had been blatantly obvious to Viktor for some time now that Nikolas was here as a spy for the King of Theronl. 
 
    The official story had been that he'd been restless without any wars to fight and distinctly unenthusiastic about having to engage in the courtly politics in the capital, but Viktor knew the only way the Baron would accept a Theronlian general into his service would be if he'd had no choice. If the King hadn't been suggesting when he had Nikolas placed here. 
 
    And Heun as well. High chance the Baron had paled Nikolas by threatening the boy's life. And yet, if Nikolas was here to spy for the King, why would he bring his son with him? As a cover, to make it look like him moving his house here was genuine? 
 
    Unless, of course, Heun and Nikolas had...fibbed when they'd acted as though Heun following Nikolas to Adelstrad was always part of the plan. 
 
    Ah, now he got it. 
 
    'Heun, you stupid boy,' Viktor thought to himself. 'You followed along after your father even though he probably expressly told you to stay in the capital, and now you can't leave because the Baron's cottoned onto your presence here. You're the Baron's leverage. If Nikolas acts out or disobeys orders, your throat gets slit.' 
 
    Out of every possible act of teenage rebellion Heun could have chosen... It was a wonder that Nikolas had kept the self-restraint to not strangle the boy. Viktor certainly wanted to. 
 
    But Viktor was certain now. Nikolas didn't pale for many people. The man that had broken Graceland over his knee didn't pale easily, but he was the kind of man that wouldn't survive losing his son. The Baron had cottoned onto that, the senile old tyrant, and he'd gone about using it. 
 
    Now that, that made Viktor angry. Angrier than being put in this hood, angrier than the fact that he would have to execute sixty-seven people within the week, angrier than the Baron's attempts at cowing him. 
 
    No one cowed Viktor. No one fucking cowed Viktor. A thousand better men had tried, and a thousand better men had fucking failed. Some old subhuman at the edge of the world would not be the one to bring him to heel when nothing else up until now had been able to. 
 
    The Baron was right to try to separate Nikolas and Viktor. He was right to be concerned about the damage Viktor could do when he was in one of his moods. The Fancyboys and the Moneybags were scared of him now that they'd heard the story about the Erolo manor and the incident with the werewolf. They thought he was scary when he lost his temper? 
 
    No one, not one person in this entire city had seen Viktor come close to losing his temper, but that might very well change very soon... 
 
    Most certainly if the Baron wanted to play dirty in his attempts to profit off Olga and Stimlyf's daddy issues, he didn't get to be surprised when Viktor himself played dirty right back. 
 
    He was the only one in this entire motherfucking keep, in this entire motherfucking city that was allowed to bully either Nikolas or Heun. No one else was mandated by fucking Stone God with the right to be a prick. 
 
    'Viktor, you have that look about you.' 
 
    'What look?' Viktor asked innocently. 
 
    'The look of someone who's far too pleased with himself.' 
 
    'It's nothing, Captain. I'm just...imagining how good all those silvers will be when they fall into my hands after the executions.' 
 
    Nikolas scowled at him, not believing a word. He opened his mouth to speak, but Viktor beat him to it. 
 
    'Nikolas?' 
 
    'Yes?' 
 
    'I swear I'll keep Heun safe while you're away.' 
 
    He didn't dare tell Nikolas that he knew, didn't dare put himself in that situation, but the way the Captain's eyes widened told Viktor that maybe the older man had caught at least the ghost of his meaning. 
 
    'I... Thank you, Viktor.' Nikolas turned his head away. 'That...would be very much appreciated.' 
 
    Viktor nodded, getting out of his seat and leaving Nikolas alone with his thoughts. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Early that afternoon, Ordo found him in her office as he was stress-eating, having found the latest hiding place for her chocolates and helped himself. 
 
    She raised a bone saw halfway into the air, no doubt about ready to finally lose her patience with him and execute him for his transgressions, but he supposed something in his body language must have thrown her off. 
 
    'Viktor? Why do you look so glum? Normally you think it's funny when I threaten you with the bone saw.' 
 
    'Rough day, Ordo. Fucking rough day. Even stealing from your stash doesn't bring me the same joy it normally does.' 
 
    Ordo regarded him for a moment, then put the saw down and moved to pull him in a tight hug, startling him. 
 
    'I thought you were a germaphobe. You aren't worried you'll catch my cooties?' 
 
    'You don't have cooties, Viktor. People stop producing cooties when they turn eighteen,' she joked, pulling back and looking him in his eyes. 
 
    'Tell me what's happened. Is it those stitches the stone sisters put in? I told you, you should've let me take a look at those.' 
 
    'No, it's...about a hundred and eight little articles of bullshit.' Viktor was silent, taking a long swig out of the jug of water on her desk. 'Ordo, can I ask you a question that's a bit out of left field?' 
 
    'Of course.' 
 
    Viktor swallowed, averting his gaze. 
 
    'Am... Am I a bad person?' 
 
    Ordo blinked for a moment, seeming genuinely shocked by him asking. 'Of course not, fool. What would make you ask that?' 
 
    'I mean, I'm a criminal, to start the long list of things that cause me to doubt.' 
 
    'So are half the people in this city, and half of them are only criminals by necessity. What, do you look at a thief whose hand has been cut off and not stop to ponder if it was because he needed bread to feed his children?' 
 
    'Do you?' 
 
    'I try, Viktor. I come from old money, so I make a conscious effort not to assume I know what it's like to be so poor you can't eat.' 
 
    'I didn't get this hood for stealing a loaf of bread, Ordo.' 
 
    She tried to hide it, but curiosity shone in her eyes. 'So why then? What did you do?' She asked it without judgement, and he cursed himself for feeling like if anyone in the world would understand, Amda Ordo would. 
 
    'I... Ordo, look, I can't. I can't tell you.' He put a hand over one eye. 
 
    'Viktor, don't do that. Don't hide your eyes from me. I see so little of you to begin with. Don't hide the only parts you're willing to show me.' Ordo gently took his hand away from his face and put it back down on the edge of the seat. 
 
    'I'm sorry.' 
 
    'Don't... Don't apologise either, Viktor. Repentant isn't a good look on you. I can see by the way you hunch your shoulders and move your hands that something's bothering you. Badly. What's brought this on?' 
 
    'You haven't answered my question. If you think I'm decent, even without knowing what I've done.' 
 
    Ordo stared at him for a long moment, then she heaved a long sigh out and pulled the other chair closer, looking him in the eyes. 
 
    'I'm... I'm going to tell you a story, Viktor. It's a story I've never told anyone else before, but I think if anyone deserves to hear it, you do.' 
 
    'Why's that?' 
 
    'Because you're the one that gave me a happy ending to it, at least as happy as could be possible. I joined the Physicians College in Oxenstein because I wanted to prove that I was smarter than everyone else. I was young, and bored, and more than a little angry, and I wanted to be able to prove that the world wasn't good enough for me. It was stupid.' Ordo inhaled, her voice quivering a little bit. 
 
    'I was kind of a bitch when I was younger, I suppose. Especially in my teens.' 
 
    'That's...distinctly surprising.' 
 
    She smiled at him with her eyes. 'Are you saying you find me likeable, Viktor?' 
 
    'Don't go fishing for compliments in a barrel of trout, Ordo. Everyone in this fucking keep likes you.' 
 
    'Ha!' she snorted. 'You think so? I think you might just be projecting there, Vik. Most people around here find me aloof and unapproachable. Sure, some of the watchmen drool over me because I'm a pretty face, but that's not the same as them liking me. And that brings me back to my point.' 
 
    Ordo looked away for a moment, tapping her fingers together in a display of some of her usual anxiousness. 'I got my qualifications, and then about three weeks after I graduated, the Green Plague immediately broke out. Typical Amda luck, right?' She bit back a bitter chuckle, and Viktor watched as her eyes glazed over with the memories of old horror. 
 
    'Oxercide turned into a nightmare almost overnight. Like a lot of my colleagues, I got drafted into the emergency relief forces, so I saw some of the worst of it.' Her voice turned icy and hollow, and she was quiet for several moments. 
 
    'Viktor, there were so many dead, and so many sick. We didn't have the capabilities to house even a fraction of them. Not even in palliative care units. We did everything we could but...the plague kept spreading. A hundred infected turned into a thousand, that turned into ten thousand and then fifty thousand. Soon enough, anyone that could was fleeing the city, and the infected were...roaming the streets.' 
 
    'Like zombies?' 
 
    'The Green Plague isn't typically associated with undeath, but there were a few mutations that caused it, yes. I more refer to... Viktor, look, in a city that got quarantined into sectors that quickly, with that many infected... You got the plague and then your chances of getting cured went down to nothing. The symptoms are similar to leprosy or syphilis, but they spread much faster, both throughout a single victim's body and through a population centre. You... You can't imagine it. 
 
    'No food, no medicine, walled off, your body slowly turning into a corpse, forced to endure as you slowly lose your mind because the plague reaches the brain first...and shot if you try to approach one of the already-unimaginably overcrowded hospitals.' 
 
    The lanterns in the office flickered, and Viktor flinched when lightning struck outside. Ordo didn't, uncharacteristically. Too engrossed in the story. 
 
    'People's minds wasted away in days, and the despair set in immediately. They...ate one another, Viktor, when the quarantines made it impossible to get food in. I still see it every time I close my eyes. People with rot dripping out of their eyes, running towards a barricade for help. The guards...shot them down with crossbows and ballistae.' 
 
    Viktor was silent, horrified and without anything to say. 
 
    'I watched fathers toss their children over the walls like they were bricks, desperate to...to simply get them into a hospital. The guards had orders, so they had to toss them back. I watched people cut their own stomachs open in disease-induced madness. 
 
    'I watched the riots that broke out in the terror. I watched the gangs in the lower levels of the city get walled off by the Army[DR27], left to die in a sewer in a desperate attempt to stem the spread of the contagion. 
 
    'I watched a group of teenagers in one of the few "safe zones" swarm a man like flies on a carcass because they wanted his...food parcel, then I watched the soldiers kill the teenagers for breaking the rules. They tossed their bodies into bonfires. 
 
    'Most of the infected died within a few days, but as I say, undeath still happened. Swarms of them devoured their way mindlessly through entire districts. There...were times where the symptoms of the plague were so horrifying and people were so desperate that it became hard to tell if the thing eating the body of a newborn was a zombie...or just someone who was so wasted by the disease and so starving that, even though their heart still beat, they might as well have been one.' 
 
    Tears streamed down Ordo's face. 'The rats were the worst. Viktor, there were so many fucking rats in Oxercide. They were the ones that carried the plague in originally, and entire streets turned into nothing more than orgies of rodents eating the bodies that had been left there. A... A lot of the people they were eating were still alive...' 
 
    Viktor made to put his hand on her shoulder, but she shrugged it off, shaking and getting to her feet to pace. 
 
    'Soon enough, there was just nothing left to do. Too many people, not nearly enough physicians and medicine. The...orders came down from the top. They...' Ordo shook violently. 'They told us to use smokestone.' 
 
    'You didn't.' 
 
    'Not me personally, but the Oxensteinian Army, did, yes. They went in with...flammenwerfers, and they burnt everything. If you were a corpse, if you were infected with severe symptoms, if you were displaying mild symptoms. There wasn't even time to let us euthanise them properly, Viktor, they just burnt everyone down into a crisp to stop the spread.' 
 
    Ordo wiped some tears off her face. 'And then, that was it. It just started one day, and then three months later, the city was a scarred, necrotic, rusting, burnt wreck, and half a million people were dead and twice that number horrifically disfigured from burns and rot symptoms. 
 
    'But we were done, apparently. We were told we'd saved as many as we could have. We were told that our service was over, that we could go back into private practice. They...gave us medals, Viktor. These stupid little iron things. Gazer’s Star for Service in Nightmare.[DR28]. One of my friends from university was so disgusted to even look at it that—[DR29]' Ordo's sob finally broke, but she pulled it back a moment later and again pushed Viktor's hand away. 
 
    'He dissolved it into acid...then drank that acid in his tea. He blamed himself in the note he left. He felt like he could've done more. Could've been smarter. Worked harder.' 
 
    Viktor could see the inference that Ordo's friend hadn't been the only one to think that way. 'You can't possibly think that's true. I might not have been there, Ordo, but I've...read about the plague. Just how out of hand it got so quickly.' 
 
    'Maybe. Maybe we did all do the best we could. But that doesn't change the fact that after it was all said and done, I didn't speak for two years. I took a transfer to Velmont. Anywhere was better than Oxercide. 
 
    'I wound up making a stray acquaintance with Lauter during my time in Theronl. You get to know an officer when you spend that much time putting his men back together, and he offered me the new posting when he started getting ready to leave the capital. I was wasting away in some shitty little army hospital, treating war wounds from the back.' 
 
    'And then?' 
 
    'As soon as the offer left his mouth, I just nodded my head. Didn't ask for a salary, or about the working conditions. I just knew Adelstrad was a hellhole, and a part of me felt like a hellhole was the only thing I knew anymore. The only thing I deserved, Viktor.' 
 
    Ordo shivered, reaching for her iron rebreather mask and tapping it on the side. 'In case I ever see another outbreak of the plague. Germs, social contact, dirt, blood, people… especially people. Like I said, I didn't speak for two years, and I didn't leave my disinfected hospital more than a handful of times. I had a bed in my office that I slept in and...that was my life.' 
 
    She took a deep breath in, then released it slowly. 
 
    'And then you came to Adelstrad,' he helped her along. 'So clearly this city has been very good for you, Ordo.' 
 
    'No, this city is just a city. It creates in crime the same kind of hellhole Oxercide was in plague, but it's low intensity, even if the insanity does last longer. 
 
    'I started to get a little better when Nikolas decided he'd make it his mission to speak to me twice a day, to force me out of my shell. But that's not where I felt the turn for the better.' 
 
    'When then?' 
 
    'When I met you, Viktor.' 
 
    That left him speechless. 'What? When? How?' 
 
    Ordo stared at him, then shook her head and wiped angry tears off her face. 
 
    'You fucking fool. It was so natural to you that you didn't even register it, I suppose. I shouldn't even be surprised. It was just a Monday for [DR30]you. July 24th, 257 AC[DR31]. You were collecting havage in the market when Nikolas's smokeship docked. Disembarking was a chaotic process, and this city is so labyrinth-like. I got lost. Took a turn down the wrong alley and somehow wound up in the Lowers.' 
 
    Viktor tilted his head, trying his best to recall. 
 
    'One moment I'm wandering down a street that seems reasonably safe, as far as ghettos go, trying to actually ask someone for directions without speaking, seeing as I was still mostly unable to do that. Then I blink and I'm in the bad part of the bad part of town. 
 
    'Some goon and his three friends had me at knifepoint. To do this day I don't know if they were planning to rob me or rape me or sell my pieces on the market. The Slavers' Guild was a lot more active half a year ago, before Ed Touch ordered his purges.' 
 
    'I remember. Duckdown Alley. Four blokes from the Snatchers' Guild. They used to run kidnapping.' 
 
    Ordo nodded. 'You cut their heads off in the street, Viktor. Well, except for that last guy. You impaled him on a spike fence. Then, when you were rifling through their pockets for coins, you offered me half. You said something stupid about it being my " [DR32]fair cut" or whatever.' 
 
    'Yes. I'm... I'm sorry. I would have recognised you, but you were still in a Theronlian Army medic uniform with your hair in a bun and you had a cloth over your rebreather. I didn't make the connection.' 
 
    'I was also still wearing my goggles from the smokeship trip. I'm slightly allergic to the smokestone, so I had to keep it out of my eyes while we were flying from Velmont.' Ordo blew some air out through her front teeth.  
 
    'It's... The point of this story isn't to make you feel a bastard because you forgot me, Viktor. The point is that you actually went through the effort. Do you remember what you said when you were jiggling those bloody coins at me?' 
 
    'I made a joke, I think. Something about shore leave?' 
 
    '"Hey, listen honey. If you're looking for some prostitutes, you'd be better off going three blocks down and two to the left. There's a nice brothel there where they aren't too diseased." Those were your exact words. 
 
    'It was just one of your stupid throwaway jokes that you make to rub in the fact that you're inhumanely scary on your bad days, but it was also the first time since the end of the plague where I could hear someone say the word disease without immediately breaking down into a shivering wreck on the ground or crying myself to sleep that night.' 
 
    Ordo was silent for a moment, then she sat back down and pulled her chair closer to him. 'I actually felt the urge to laugh a little bit. Just a little bit, but for who I was at the time and how I was feeling, it felt like water to a woman trapped in the desert. Something about you was...' 
 
    Ordo sighed, it being her turn to avert her gaze. 'Horrifying enough to make me feel like I know what I'm looking at, but kind the way no one ever is in the real world. You're like something out of a fairy tale, Viktor. You walked me all the way back to the Lower Gate and then paid for me to get a damn carriage.' Ordo shrugged one shoulder. 'Because that's the kind of man you are. 
 
    'I know I unnerved you, not saying a word like I did. Maybe you felt I was scared of you or disgusted by your presence.' She gestured at his black hood. 'Nothing could be further from the truth. I could have kissed Nikolas when he told me you worked at the keep.  
 
    'You walked in the day after and you didn't recognise me because, like you said, I was in my Adelstradian scrubs instead of my Theronlian uniform and then your next great quote was as follows.' 
 
    Ordo attempted a stupid impression of his voice. '"Ah, so you're the new sawbones. Alright, now tell me where the drugs are. I know you're keeping them somewhere. Give. Gimme the drugs."' 
 
    That actually made both of them laugh, Viktor especially. Ordo sighed and shrugged her shoulders. 
 
    'You made me feel seen, Vik. Unjudged. You made me feel like I wasn't some plague-carrying failure of a physician. I don't know how you did it, and I don't honestly think you do either, but...you just did, by being yourself, I suppose.' 
 
    Ordo put a hand on his wrist. 'You're so much better than you give yourself credit for. You try so hard to hide all of your good qualities, which is an impossible thing to do because they comprise the supermajority of your character. 
 
    'I don't know why you feel the need to attempt that, and you can tell me one day if and when you're ready. But until then, I need you to understand how wonderful you are.' 
 
    'I don't know if it's fair to say I've been that instrumental in you feeling like your old self, Ordo. I think I bully you more than anything else.' Viktor toyed with his hands. 
 
    'Pff. Your point? If this,' she gestured at him and the stolen chocolates, 'is what your attempts at bullying look like, I think I might be able to handle that, Viktor.' 
 
    'It was a gradual change, and sure, I've gotten a little more verbose with the other watchmen and medics in the keep. They're good people, and that's helped me work through some of what I've been dealing with, but I can only really laugh the way I want to when you're in the room. You're the only person that doesn't still set off an obsessive desire to clean myself when I get near you. 
 
    'You've been nothing but good to me. You make me feel alive again, and you understand me so much more than you're willing to admit. It's what you do. You have a habit of building people up without even being fully aware you're doing it.' 
 
    Ordo lifted her chair a little closer, looking into his eyes. 
 
    'You make me feel so strong, Viktor, just by being you. Protected, I suppose is the word. Safe. Like I could fight the world if I had to, as long as you were there too.' 
 
    Viktor sighed, himself feeling a little shaky. Ordo noticed, and gently reached a hand through one of the holes in his hood to brush away a single tear that was forming under his eye.  
 
    No judgement, no comment. Just acceptance. 
 
    'Does that answer the question of whether or not I think you're a bad person?' 
 
    'I suppose.' 
 
    'Good. Please don't ever ask me to tell you that story ever again, alright?' 
 
    'Got it.' 
 
    'Now. Your turn. Tell me what's bothering you. Tell me what I can do to help.' 
 
    He thought about it, silent for a full three minutes. His head was adrift with a hundred conflicting thoughts and a thousand different fears. 
 
    'Alright, I'll tell you. And then... I might need you to do some stitching after all, Ordo.' 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five: The Divide 
 
    'You are late for the ceremony, executioner,' Gauss said as she sidled up next to him on the platform, hands clasped behind her back and a mean look on her face that accentuated the nasty sword scars running along her mouth and cheek. 
 
    She had earned them for herself during a fight with some bandits, and Viktor found himself battling with the temptation to give her a few more. 
 
    He gave the older, dark-haired woman a look under his hood. 'I know this might shock you, in your capacity as a noblewoman whose family have close ties to the Baron, but some of us work for our living, Gauss. I've been dealing with a mountain of administrative work for the upcoming execution. 
 
    'I know you think my job involves not much more than casual butchery the same as if I were gutting a pig, but killing sixty-seven people in a manner that's even remotely respectful requires planning.' 
 
    'So then don't do it respectfully, and don't talk back to your new captain,' she hissed, hand tightening on the pommel of her sword. 
 
    'You're not the new Upper Captain for another few fucking minutes, Gauss, and the one who will always be your better is about to address the men. So show some motherfucking respect and shut the fuck up before I decide to take my belt off.' 
 
    Gauss bristled and made to draw her blade out of its scabbard, only stopping when, to Viktor's left, Captain Nort chuckled in amusement.  
 
    The suit of rotating bronze clockwork and brown leather was the only thing keeping Captain Nort alive after some undefined accident he never spoke about. 
 
    Whether because of the many moving mechanisms in his suit or because of damage to his nerves, Nort's entire body was always constantly twitching and twinging, but now he shook with aggravated mirth, the sound of his laughter coming out through a dozen layers of filtration. 
 
    The white smoke under his glass face-visor glowed bright for a moment, and the mechanisms built into his helmet sparked, whirred, and gargled for a few seconds before his heavily synthesised voice blurted out a few words in an Oxensteinian accent even thicker than Ordo's. 
 
    'I'm glad to see you two are already getting along swimmingly. Lower Captain Abel dead, Middle Captain Soltkin missing and presumed a traitor, and now Upper Captain Lauter heading to fight another war. You don't think it may be the time to bury the hatchet?' 
 
    'Don't speak to me like you are my equal, Oxensteinian,' Gauss snorted. 'In another few minutes, I'll be the one running the Watch in this city. And you'—she rounded on Viktor—'had better develop an attitude adjustment. Lauter might have been soft on you, but you can be assured that I won't be.' 
 
    Gauss stormed off to another part of the platform. 
 
    'Elende übriggebliebene, frau[DR33],' Nort mocked under his breath as she left. 'I think we all know that she never would have spoken to me like that if Captain Soltkin were here, so I think I'll go ahead and call her a feigling as well.' 
 
    'You're aware that Rolt and I never got along, but the thing I liked about her was that A, she was funny in a horrifying sort of way, and B, she could at least back up her tough talk.' 
 
    'Ja, qualities the both of you shared, hence why she took a shine to you, even if you'd never admit it.' 
 
    'Maybe. I suppose it must feel awkward, seeing as you're going to have to hunt your mentor down before long.' 
 
    'Ha!' Nort waggled a finger. 'Bold of you to assume that I'd be able to catch her, Herr Henker. If the Captain doesn't want to be found, she won't be.' 
 
    'Maybe. Maybe not.' 
 
    They both went quiet as a small horn blew. They weren't the only ones. The entire square descended into silence as men ceased their idle chatter and their hushed gossip and speculations. Sergeants barked orders for the men to neaten their ranks by those precious few millimetres that made the difference between a resting formation and a parade formation. 
 
    Three hundred watchmen stood in three neat centuries, every squad of ten men lined up perfectly behind a sergeant wearing a blue surcoat instead of a red one. 
 
    In front of every fifty men stood a lieutenant, each lined up with the five squads he was in command of. These officers' shoulders were adorned with yellow pauldrons over their red surcoats, yellow painted breastplates covering their torso, and a few extra yellow spikes jutting out of their helmets. 
 
    In front of those lieutenants stood the men in charge of commanding the centuries themselves, the sub-captains. Like each of the captains in charge of the three Watch keeps, they wore red and white and had access to solid breastplates instead of simple mail, but the latter colour only appeared on their helmets. 
 
    The square was so quiet you could hear a pin drop, so the sound of footsteps on stone was more than audible. Viktor's eyes traced the upper walkways where some of the medics were milling, searching for Ordo. 
 
    He found her, tired and haggard as he'd expect her to be after a full night's worth of distinctly unpleasant work. She caught his look and returned it with a small nod and a brush of one of her hands over the stone railing. 
 
    Good. That was one less thing to worry about at the very least. A little bit of motion caught his eye behind Ordo, and he noticed a fat, bald man in a dirty set of brown robes issuing a mock salute as he disappeared down a flight of stairs, no one paying much attention to him. 
 
    Hmm. Getting Henrey to come to the Upper Keep so clandestinely and on such short notice had cost him dearly and the window of opportunity had been cutthroat in how narrow it was but if everything went to plan, it would be more than worth it. 
 
    Nikolas walked between the guardsman with a practiced air of confidence, nodding to the occasional man as he passed them, making his way towards the High Perch and standing atop a table that had been set aside. 
 
    He cleared his throat, and three hundred ears strained to hear his words. This wasn't all of the men from the Upper Watch, but it was a good chunk of them. 
 
    'You've all no doubt heard the rumours floating about by now, or at the very least most of you will have. I've never been the kind of man that enjoys a big, ostentatious speech, and honestly, I'm quite terrible at them, so I'll be brief.' 
 
    Nikolas sucked a breath in and exhaled in a sigh, eyes tracing over the assembled formations. 
 
    'When I came to this city a little more than six months ago, I found a hellhole run by the insane and guarded by the cruel. Captain Drought was an incompetent, cruel man, and he maintained both a perverse cult of personality and a cabinet of cronies. 
 
    'Promotion in the Watch was determined only by loyalty to Drought personally and willingness to look the other way, not by competence and integrity. Well, Drought is dead now, and many of his former stooges have either followed him or found themselves rotting in the dungeon. 
 
    'It's no secret that I have unreasonably high standards. I have never made an apology for this, and I won't now. But, in confirming the rumours that I have been reassigned to the newly reformed Guard, I want to make it clear just how high my standards are.' 
 
    Nikolas was silent for another few moments, and his eyes seemed to track on Heun, standing in the edge of the formation behind Lukas, with Rosh and Maxwell to either side of him. 
 
    'Every man and woman in this keep has been vetted, then vetted again, then vetted again. The corrupt and the incompetent amongst you have all been weeded out by now. I accept only the best men and women in my Watch, even if it won't be my Watch for much longer. We are entering into dangerous times, and each of you needs to rise to the occasion. I know that you will. I know this because every single one of you is someone I would trust with my life.' 
 
    Viktor watched Heun take a heavy breath in, no doubt taking in the weight of what his father had said. Viktor imagined Heun had been told personally. What he didn't dare imagine was what the poor boy must have been feeling. 
 
    Nikolas's eyes didn't hang on Viktor as he swept the crowd once more, but he felt the weight of them anyway. 
 
    'Don't cock it up,' Nikolas said finally. 
 
    He slowly reached a hand up to the white helmet, pauldrons, and breastplate that had been his uniform since coming into his position, pulling them all off one by one, then turning to Lieutenant Fairfax and handing them to her. 
 
    Traditionally, the changing of the Captaincy was done without either captain speaking to one another, but as he was putting the armour into Gauss's hands, he leaned in and whispered something in her ear that had her face turning into the picture of restrained anger. 
 
    Hmm. So the political games were beginning in earnest, then. It seemed whatever Stimlyf and Olga had planned for the city was only a small piece of a very large, very ugly jigsaw puzzle. 
 
    Viktor found his gaze turning upwards, to the portion of the Crimson Palace he now knew was the Baron's personal office. Fitting, that the Old Man in Red seemed to have a perfect view of the Upper Keep from there. 
 
    Viktor wondered if the Baron was watching them right now, not to mention what he was thinking. Was he sipping on some wine that cost as much as a house, deriding them all as nothing more than three hundred red little ants running around his hill? 
 
    Either way, the two traitors he wanted to personally execute had been put into a fortified wagon and shipped off to be loaded into a smokeship. The opportunity to dissuade the Baron away from his madness had passed, and now all that was left was to walk the tightrope and hope that Olga, Rolt and Stimlyf could be stopped before the poo really hit him in the face. 
 
    Given the old tyrant's visible eagerness to have Lym and Hulkreug removed from the equation, it would likely be scarce days before the paintings were completed and the Baron's sword struck down. 
 
    When that happened, there would be no turning back, and the city would find itself facing a great many challenges. He hoped that Nikolas wasn't wrong, that they were all up to the task. 
 
    * * * 
 
    True to form, Captain Fairfax had started making changes around the Upper Keep as soon as she'd stepped foot into Nikolas's office. Viktor wasn't privy to the first-hand discussions of these changes, of course, seeing as he was a dirty little Blackclad who was completely beneath Captain Leandra Gauss's attention. 
 
    He had only found out about the changes from Lukas, who himself was apparently only aware because he'd eavesdropped on his lieutenant. 
 
    'You know the Captain embellished, right?' Lukas mentioned, pouring several glasses of wine from the cabinet inside Ordo's office and handing the first of which to Ordo out of politeness. 
 
    'He cleaned up well enough, but there's still too many vicious bastards in this keep.' He took a long gulp of the liquid, then sighed with his hands leaned on Ordo's desk. 'Gauss isn't the only noble in this place with closer ties to the Crimson Palace than the average officer. She'll play havoc.' 
 
    Ordo, face distinctly weary from the lack of sleep she'd gotten the night before, gave Viktor a look out of the corner of her eye. 'Viktor. Do you imagine she'll be as bad as Drought was?' 
 
    'No, she'll be worse, on account that she's significantly more competent and she actually believes the shit that comes out of her mouth. That makes her dangerous. Gauss would have been one of the first people to be kicked out of the Watch, but she's the daughter of some high-ranking courtier in the palace. Politically untouchable. One of the Baron's dogs.' 
 
    'Hmm. Lot of those getting put into positions these days. I took a peek at some paperwork when I was in the officers' mess. It doesn't look like anyone's getting kicked to the curb; she doesn't have enough men to spare for that.' Lukas scoffed. 'But new promotions are only going to the kind of officer that meets Gauss's standards. Blue-blooded and very vicious.' 
 
    'Heun,' Rosh spoke up suddenly from where he was sitting with his feet on Ordo's desk, leaning backwards in a chair with his helmet over his eyes. 'I feel like I'm risking a punch to the balls for a stupid question, but you doing okay, lad?' 
 
    Maxwell winced over the game of chess he'd been skilfully beating Viktor at, and Lukas risked a glance at where Heun was sat in the corner. 
 
    'Hmm? I'm fine. Why?' Heun asked innocently, blinking from where he had been poring over a history book Viktor had lent to him. 
 
    There was silence for a few moments. Viktor suspected he had an answer, but he didn't want to be the rat that tipped the trap and found out he'd guessed cheese for poison. 
 
    Rosh cleared his throat awkwardly, pulling his helmet further down face in the way a gruff man does when confronting more emotions than he'd like. 'I was just asking, you know, now that your father's...' 
 
    'Rosh,' Maxwell said warningly. 
 
    'I don't mean nothin' off is all, just wanted to see how you're holding up,' Rosh said hastily. 
 
    'I mean, I'm alright? In a bit of a sour mood, but I feel like my equilibrium's always a little thrown-off when Father leaves for business on short notice. It's easier if I get at least some time beforehand.' 
 
    'Business? Heun, you know that Captain Lauter's—' 
 
    'Rosh, leave it,' Maxwell said again. 
 
    Heun put the book down and gave them a funny look. 'Why are you all tiptoeing around me? You'd swear the old man had just gotten a terminal plague diagnosis.' Heun's face turned sour. 'Wait, he hasn't gotten a—' 
 
    'Rosh, you indelicate son of a fucking potato and a cabbage,' Lukas cursed. 
 
    'I was just checking if he was okay! I thought he knew!' 
 
    'Knew what?' Heun demanded, getting to his feet. 
 
    'Heun,' Ordo began carefully, looking at him direly. 'There have been...rumours that maybe Nikolas's new placement wasn't a well-intentioned promotion from the Baron.' 
 
    Heun blinked stupidly again, then tilted his head at her. 'I mean, I felt like that was...kind of obvious? The Baron's pulling a Lord Lumbar.' 
 
    'A what-now?' Rosh asked. 
 
    'Lord Lumbar,' Maxwell answered, positioning a pawn against Viktor's woefully surrounded knight. 'Famous move in some Theronlian versions of chess, especially mage chess. It involves reassigning a troublesome pawn somewhere very, very dangerous and hoping it gets killed off. The pawn dies in the line of duty, so the death is very hard to rule as suspicious. The Baron wouldn't even need to pay for the garrotte wire, just let the Nordlings do as the Nordlings do.' 
 
    'Heun, did Nikolas tell you exactly what the situation—?' Viktor began. 
 
    'Only after I'd guessed it myself. This isn't the first time that—' Heun closed his mouth so hard that his teeth clacked, flinching an arm in a manner that indicated he had almost put his hand over his mouth. 
 
    Hmm. Viktor tried his best to be smug even as he lost a rook to Maxwell. So Heun was more savvy with the politics than he'd first thought. He had seemed a bit too comfortable with the current situation. 
 
    That begged the question: Was Nikolas here to spy, or was he here because King Louis was hoping the Baron would "Lord Lumbar" him? Adelstrad was the traditional province for such assignments, even if the maneuverer had become droll and cliche in the last century. 
 
    'Heun,' Lukas gave him a surprised look. 'What do you mean the first—?' 
 
    Viktor silenced him by putting a hand up gently. 'We're in the middle of the Upper Keep, and Ordo's office isn't as soundproof as I'd like. This is not the place for such discussions. I only have one question, Heun.' 
 
    'I'll answer if I can.' 
 
    Ah, more information Nikolas had told him to keep under wraps. 
 
    'Are you worried?' 
 
    'What kind of question is that?' 
 
    'A broad one, which I want you to answer specifically. Don't say it, write it down. Is there anything in recent events that leaves you concerned about the way things are going?' 
 
    Heun considered it for a second. 'I mean, sure, with the pixiedust and the werewolf out and about.' 
 
    Heun was smart enough not to verbalise that he knew Hulkreug had been bewitched. The only other people that knew were Ordo, Stendeval and what Viktor imagined was a very small number of holy people in the cathedral. 
 
    'You feel like Nikolas will handle this...business well?' 
 
    Heun snorted, catching Nikolas's question. 'My family has hunted monsters for centuries, and my father has killed armies for decades. It will take more than whatever joke of an ambush is waiting to do him in.' 
 
    A few months ago, Viktor would have immediately waved Heun's confidence away as stupid pride, but the boy had learned, and even if he would hesitate to admit it, Viktor had learned from him as well. 
 
    Heun was neither stupid nor nearly as proud as some of the other nobles in Adelstrad. If he was that confidant in Nikolas's abilities to both lead an army and avoid a dagger in his back, then Viktor supposed he shouldn't worry either. 
 
    He would, naturally, but he might at least be able to devote more worry to other things for the time being. 
 
    Casually, he reached for one of Maxwell's white pawns and took it off the board. 
 
    'Oi! The hell do you think you're doing?' Maxwell complained. 
 
    'Bear with me, will you?' Viktor stared at the white chess piece, working it between his fingers and examining every angle of it, letting the thoughts flow through his mind. 
 
    Ordo gave him a look that no one else in the keep would know the meaning of. One she was only giving him because she had seen what Henrey had gotten up to last night, having needed to get involved herself.[DR34] 
 
    He knew he was on very treacherous ground with her. She had not enjoyed the stitching he had asked her to do the previous night, and she had made it clear upon meeting Henrey that she did not like the alchemist. 
 
    He gave Ordo a look under his hood, then put the white pawn on the side of the board as if he had taken it with one of his black pieces. Ordo sighed a breath out, then turned away, angrily mixing her morning coffee with a teaspoon that had long since bent under the weight of her foul mood. 
 
    She wouldn't have done what she had done last night for anyone else. Viktor knew that, and he felt the bastard[DR35] for asking it of her, but there was no one else and they were running out of time. 
 
    Maxwell snatched the pawn off the side and put it back in its place, pointing at Viktor. 'I see you trying to rile me up, hood. Play the fucking game properly.' 
 
    'I didn't realise you took chess this seriously.' 
 
    'It's an old family tradition. These are some of my mother's favourite chess pieces you're fooling about with.' 
 
    Viktor found himself impressed with the rare display of passion from the otherwise shy watchman. 
 
    'Sorry. I thought I saw a wasp on it.' 
 
    Maxwell gave him another mean look and then waved him away with a sigh, muttering his own apology under his breath, losing some of the heat to his cheeks. 
 
    Viktor left it unsaid that Maxwell wasn't the only one around here playing a very serious game of chess. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Glass crunched underfoot as Viktor walked through the destroyed remnants of the Erolo manor. 
 
    Gardens were a rarity in Adelstrad. Seeing as they were on a mountain, arable topsoil had to be imported into the city expensive tonne by expensive tonne, so even enough to fill a plant pot was painfully expensive. That the Erolos had gardens large enough for swathes of grass and hedge mazes only spoke to their disgusting wealth, even as one of the poorer noble families in the city. 
 
    'As you can see, milord, your new holdings were heavily damaged during the raid,' Hillary began tactfully as she led him on a walk around the grounds, head bowed and clearly nervous. 
 
    'You can just call me Viktor, Hillary. I'm not really one for formalities. How many were killed?' 
 
    'Among the servants? No fatalities, but all of His Lordship's men-at-arms were either killed in the fighting or captured and sentenced to death.' 
 
    He knew. Gauss had already sent him orders stating that he was to cut the heads off all the condemned from the Baron's list within seventy-two hours or have his cock taken from him. 
 
    The more that woman spoke, the more certain he became that he would kill her. 
 
    'And none of the civilian staff were among the ones sentenced to death?' 
 
    'No sir—' 
 
    'Viktor, not sir.' 
 
    'Apologies,' Hillary winced, bowing again. 
 
    'You don't need to bow either, Hillary. I'm not a lord or a sir. I'm just a man.' 
 
    'You're the new master of the house. Some reverence is only proper.' 
 
    Viktor scoffed, standing upright and pressing his palms to the back of his neck. 'You're more the master of this manor than I am, Hillary. I've asked around a little bit. The maids say you earned that burn on your arm guiding a few out of a fire.' Viktor gestured at the bandages over her left forearm. 
 
    Hillary looked away sheepishly, grabbing the wound self-consciously. 'It's nothing to brag about. More an accident than anything else.' 
 
    'That's funny. I was told by one of the men working the stables that you dragged him out from under some collapsed rubble.' 
 
    'Was only a small wooden beam, my lor—Viktor.' 
 
    He couldn't help shaking his head. That a woman like this was wearing a debtor's collar was a distinct indictment of the entire human race. 
 
    'Tell me how you got that collar, Hillary.' 
 
    'Debts, mostly. My late older brother was never a very well man. He...was expensive to keep in the medicine that kept him alive, bless his soul.' 
 
    'Did he die of the disease?' 
 
    'No, natural causes. My mother made me promise on her deathbed that Sten would die with the darkpox, not because of it. I don't regret taking out two dozen loans at once and robbing a nobleman's carriage with a knife to make sure that was how it happened, nor do I feel even slightly guilty for lying and telling 'im I'd won it gambling. Poor fool would never drink the medicine if he knew what I'd done to get it, even if I was only caught for the gambling and not the thievin'.'[DR36] 
 
    Viktor smelt rain on the wind. He hoped it would be a heavy rain. The desert had permitted so little life in it. Now that he was somewhere where there was water, he would take all of it he could get, wet clothes be damned. 
 
    'My accountant is inside, going over the late Lord Erolo's accounts. I won't sugarcoat the situation; I'll probably have to sell the estate to pay Lym's debts off. I don't mind that. But one thing I never do is keep indentured servants.' 
 
    'I understand, sir,' Hillary sighed. 'You were already kind to the other servants, paying for salvestone for our injuries like you did. We understand that you can't keep us on.' 
 
    'That wasn't kindness, Hillary. I was responsible for hiring the men that made most of those injuries, even if they were either accidental or the unavoidable consequences of battle, and that damned fire that got out of control. That was just me doing my small part to make things right.' 
 
    Hillary was silent, turning her head to the side. Viktor noticed that she was sporting several smaller burns on her face. 
 
    He pulled out one of his emergency phials of salvestone and gestured to his own cheek. 'I saw your smile while I was in disguise, Hillary. It was too honest to let some scars ruin it.' 
 
    Hillary stared as he pushed the phial into her hands and closed her hands around it. 
 
    'Who will you be selling our servitude contracts to?' she asked quietly, not daring to look him in the eyes. 'Please promise me you'll sell our contracts to someone decent. My girls and my lads are good people. They work 'ard. Don't make 'em go to another Lym Erolo.' 
 
    'They won't. I have an...acquaintance from the Grimmel Bank here as well. She's drawing the paperwork up now.' 
 
    'For transfer to who?' 
 
    'No transfer.' Viktor breathed a little bit of the ozone in as the light rain started to come. 'I'm forgiving all of your debts. By the end of today, they'll functionally have never existed as far as the paperwork is concerned. You're all more than welcome to stay on here as long as I can afford to pay you, but I will pay you properly, instead of just taking numbers off the debt you owe me.' 
 
    Viktor gestured an angry hand at his own hood.  
 
    'I know too well what it feels like to be trapped to act like another insane aristocrat as soon as the power lands at my feet by happenstance. Sooner or later, everyone in this city needs to learn their fucking lesson and behave. If that has to fucking start in my own back garden, then so motherfucking be it.' 
 
    Her mouth slowly opened, and Hillary stared at him for a long moment, slack jawed. Then a single tear fell from one of her eyes and, unbidden, she pulled him into a crushingly tight hug that had him struggling for breath. 
 
    'Bless you, Viktor. Bless you for what you've done...' 
 
    Slowly, awkwardly, Viktor pulled a hand across her back and gave her a gentle pat. 
 
    Then he realised he actually really needed a fucking hug and returned it properly, pulling his arms over the older woman and sharing a moment of consolidation as the clouds started to part and the rain drenched them both sopping. 
 
    Neither cared. 
 
    * * * 
 
    'Alright, Vik, there's good news and bad news,' Cuff began, him and Giblet having been seated at one of the few undestroyed portions of Lym's banquet table when Viktor walked in. 
 
    'Start with the good news.' 
 
    'The good news is that your decision to not engage in the practice of pseudo-slavery this city commonly calls indentured servitude makes you a better person than Lym,' Giblet began, chewing on a stray piece of torn curtain she had gotten from somewhere. 'It also has done wonders for the morale of your new staff.' 
 
    'I was able to gather as much myself, Giblet. Will you please stop chewing on my curtains?' 
 
    'Probably not,' Giblet cackled. 
 
    'Now, the bad news...' Cuff coughed nervously and brushed a pencil behind his ear. 'I'm not normally one to support the tyrannical institutions that keep the city downtrodden and make all of our lives painful, and while I applaud your largesse, the bad news is that basically the only thing of value Lym had left were those contracts he had against his indentured servants. Your financial situation was iffy before, but now it's become painful.' 
 
    'Just give me the rundown.' 
 
    'Lym owed his various creditors around the city just shy of five hundred gold pieces. The entire value of your assets, including those inherited from Tol and those other watchmen you killed comes up to less than half that.' 
 
    'The fuck?' Viktor demanded, sitting down. 'This manor is massive. Surely it's got to be worth enough to—' 
 
    'Oh, it was. You might've been looking at six hundred gold, maybe seven hundred and fifty, you know'—Cuff scratched his ear awkwardly—'before the place was wrecked and found itself the site of the worst political fucky-wucky since the First Baron was banished from Velmont, a massacre of pretty impressive proportions even by Adelstradian standards, and the epicentre of an ongoing witch crisis linked to another massacre committed by a werewolf in the Temple Quarter. That kind of stuff tends to not be so great on property values.' 
 
    'Okay, so what's the current valuation?' 
 
    'Two,' Giblet answered. 
 
    'Fuck, seriously? Two hundred gold for this entire place?' 
 
    'No, no, no.' Giblet shook her head. 'Not two hundred. Just two. That's my offer to take this place off your hands.' 
 
    'Fuck off, Giblet.' 
 
    'T'was more than you were gonna get from anybody else in this city,' Giblet grumbled, munching on some more curtain. 
 
    'I mean, look,' Cuff coughed. 'It's not all bad. You may just need to have a conversation with some of the people you owe money to and convince them to go a little easy on you for the time being.' 
 
    'Yeah, me being a Blackclad, I'm positive that will be easy as pie.' 
 
    Speaking of pie, at that moment, a pleasant smell wafted into the banquet room and a distinctly chipper Hillary came in with a very large blueberry tart. 
 
    'The pantry's still a bit barebones, sir, so I'm afraid I can offer nothing lordly, but we've enough stock left for some decent home cooking.' 
 
    Viktor sighed and bit back the urge to snap at her for the interruption, acutely aware that Hillary wasn't the cause of his foul mood and that being a prick to the staff was one of the most prickish things he could think of. 
 
    'Thank you, Hillary. Is there enough to make lunch for the rest of the staff? I don't want to stuff my face while they go hungry.' 
 
    'Aye, we've enough bread and broth for now, sir. Though it'll have to be cold, seeing as the ovens fell apart in the raid.' 
 
    Clearly, she wasn't going to call him by his first name any time soon, out of what seemed to be habit. Viktor glared at the tart as Hillary laid it down on the table, followed by some pork pies and pigs in blankets. 
 
    Naturally, if he so much as touched this while the staff were having bone broth, he'd never be able to look a Brownie in the face again. 
 
    'Cuff, remind me how many people are employed here?' 
 
    'Now that all the fighting men are dead or soon for the gallows?' Cuff scratched his cheek, going over some of his documents. 'Two hundred and fifty-seven.' 
 
    Stone God. 
 
    'Write up a cheque for enough coin to pay for lunch. Hillary, can you send some runners to pick up food from the Middle or something? Just until the kitchens are unfucked?' 
 
    Hillary blinked stupidly at him, then winced. 'Apologies, sir, the food is a little—' 
 
    'Hillary, you're speaking to a Blackclad. The only problem with the food is that I'll feel the bastard for eating it while people that actually work honest jobs for their living go hungry. The food is for you lot.' 
 
    Hillary blinked, then coughed awkwardly into her fist. 'Many thanks, sir. You're very kind.' 
 
    So help him, Stone God, he would get this woman to refer to him by his first name and break her habit of being surprised at common decency, even if it killed the both of them. 
 
    'Not really,' Viktor sighed. 'I'm just a garden variety arsehole who's yet to find a way to convince my physician to physically remove my conscience. Thank you very much for the food, Hillary.' 
 
    Hillary blushed again, distressingly unused to so much as a simple "thanks," and quickly ushered herself out of the room. 
 
    Viktor sighed and picked at his own fingers, piling a neurotic little heap of nail pullings onto his end of the table, acutely aware of the looks Giblet and Cuff were giving him. 
 
    'I can see why Ordo is fond of you, Viktor,' Giblet said gently, honestly. 
 
    'Considering recent events, I doubt that's a state of affairs that'll last much longer, assuming it hasn't already ceased.' 
 
    The way Ordo had looked at him after what he'd asked her to do the previous evening had been painful and he hadn't had the stomach to go searching for her afterwards. He was afraid of what she might say. 
 
    Cuff tilted his head at him. 'What does that mean?' 
 
    'Nothing either of you need to concern yourselves with, just Upper Keep drama.' Viktor agitatedly cracked his knuckles. 
 
    'Look, you're both financial experts and I'm not shy to admit that managing large amounts of money isn't something I have a lot of experience with. I'm not the embodiment of your usual Blackclad who'll piss his money away on booze as soon as he gains it, and I'm frugal, but that doesn't equate to knowing how all of this'—Viktor gestured disparagingly to the various books scattered around the table—'even begins to work.' 
 
    'They're just numbers on a page,' Cuff shrugged. 'It's not hard to make them behave.' 
 
    'Maybe for you, but I see a sequence of numbers higher than three digits and I want to throw up. I need the two of you to take this entire mess out of the red and into the black.' 
 
    'Tall order,' Giblet sighed. 'Doable, but tall. Viktor, I don't mean to be a prick, but my services don't come cheap.' 
 
    Viktor said nothing, instead reaching to the foot of his chair and picking up the small basket of expensive wine that had been one of the only things to survive the banquet hall chaos. 
 
    Giblet predictably lunged for one of the bottles and started clawing it open. 'Yup, that'll do it.' 
 
    'There's a small mountain of expensive booze in the basement. Maybe go over those and auction them off or whatever.' 
 
    'The ones I don't drink myself, you mean?' Giblet smirked. 
 
    Cuff sighed at her antics, turning to Viktor. 'You don't need to worry about me. We'll call this pro bono done to resolve some tension owing to some...recent awkwardness in our working relationship.' 
 
    That he had threatened to explode Cuff and his boss with a fake bomb. Viktor sighed and nodded. 'So, other than the wine, is there anything else we can sell off?' 
 
    'The furniture can go. Even if a lot of it's broken, stripped gold leaf is still gold leaf,' Giblet piped up. 'Same story for the carriages and horses in the stables, seeing as you don't exactly have a lot of needed for armoured and barded warhorses.' 
 
    'As for a lot of the Erolo businesses, their stables outside the city, and a few smithy buildings plus some miscellaneous odds and sods, you might be able to get some leeway selling those off, though I'd suggest hiring some decent managers and trying to get them solvent.' 
 
    'And what about that fucking bakery you and Mick were managing for Tol?' 
 
    Cuff winced. 'I'll...clean some of the bodies and stashed gemstones out of the basement and put you in touch with a decent manager I know. There's...also the matter of Tol Erolo's old townhouse.' 
 
    'What about it?' 
 
    'Mickey's made you an offer. Sixty-five gold.' 
 
    Generous. Too generous. Suspiciously generous for a townhouse in the Middle. Viktor eyed Cuff for several long moments, and they entered into a game wherein Cuff knew that Viktor knew that Cuff was playing an angle for Mickey. Viktor [DR37]was in no mood for it and was actively fighting the desire to smack him but was also too tired to bother getting up out of his chair. 
 
    'Fine,' Viktor sighed, resolving to ask about Mickey's bullshit when he could work up the energy to move his fucking lips. No doubt she had been using the house for various illegal purposes and didn't want Viktor stumbling into her business if he ever decided to visit it. 
 
    'The two of you just unfuck my finances, and I'll, broadly speaking, be happy.' 
 
    'It'll take time, and we're still in the process of taking stock of exactly what assets Lym had and what he owed to people. I should add that we're both accountants, not people that've been trained to manage an estate. The goblin and I—' 
 
    'Hob-goblin,' Giblet scowled. 
 
    'The hobgoblin and I can clean your books up a bit and take stock, but you'll need to suck it up sooner or later and procure the services of someone that can manage a manor this big. Not to mention the Erolo stables and their various small businesses.' 
 
    Viktor cursed himself for the fact that he was only just now realising that this was likely a microcosm of what Nikolas's job felt like. He wondered if his constant needling of the Captain had been the karmic trigger for his current unenviable situation. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six: The Chessboard 
 
    As it turns out, Dowry had been one of the names Nikolas himself had slated for detainment in the Upper Keep's cells. 
 
    That veiny-armed, beanpole-bodied old mancunt had definitely been one of the people that would've been lined for the chopping block, and one of the few that Viktor wouldn't have lost sleep over motherfucking executing, but he had managed to escape custody while being transported by armoured carriage to the keep. Details were scarce, and all that the officer in charge of that shipment of detainees could say was,[DR38] "One moment he was there, the next he was fucking gone. Like magic." 
 
    How very fucking convenient. Lieutenant Kor was one of Drought's men that had survived Nikolas's purges, mostly for a lack of solid evidence proving the man's guilt despite everyone in the keep knowing that he was dirty as they came. Viktor didn't trust him as far as he could skin him. 
 
    So now Dowry, Lym's primary minion and the one that seemed to have been trusted with the most sensitive aspects of what he'd been doing, was missing. 
 
    Viktor took a green pawn and moved it off the board he had set up against the pieces that had been painted red. 
 
    The Baron was taking means to consolidate power, milking the crisis for all it was worth. 
 
    He piled some red rooks and knights off the board and stacked them in the centre of the desk atop a pile of books. 
 
    Gauss was Captain now. 
 
    He took another red piece and swapped it for the white rook that had been resting atop a smaller pile of books, then moved that knight north and surrounded it with some blue pawns. 
 
    The Guild of Merchants was for all intents and purposes a memory. 
 
    He swept a hand over the yellow pieces that had been grouped underneath the large tower of books, scattering them to the floor. 
 
    The gang wars in the Lowers were escalating, and Ed Touch had declared a Black Sunday. All guild crime was suspended and punishable by death for the time being, until he and Mickey could carve the place back into some semblance of order. 
 
    Viktor plucked several black pieces out of his little mock-up city with his hands, scattering them to odds places and knocking a few over to signify the deaths that had occurred so far. 
 
    Henrard Kolk. Tasya vas Krieg. Ludas Highdark. Thron Highdark. Ed Touch. Rolt Soltkin. 
 
    There was still so much he didn't know. 
 
    Viktor had suspected when he began painting the chess pieces he had found stashed in Lym's half-ruined study that he would run out of colours long before he ran out of different angles to represent. His attempts to visualise the mess that was this city in even the most basic way had yielded more confusion than clarity. 
 
    He gripped the desk hard enough to make the wood creak and leave [DR39]indentations in his hands from the pressure he was putting intothe edges of it. He tried to take deep breaths and calm his breathing. He tried to control the oncoming loss of his fucking temper. 
 
    Then he decided that he couldn't be arsed, howled in anger, and swept the fucking books and chess pieces off the desk like an angry god tearing a city apart with his hands. 
 
    'Just where the fuck have you been?!' He put an angry finger in End's direction. 
 
    The masked woman flinched at the volume of his shouting, backing away a little. 'Ed Touch has had the Lowers under lockdown. No Blackclad has been getting in or out, and I've had to keep appearances up with Mickey. Today has been the first time I've been able to slip over a rooftop without being seen, and even then, I had to spend time stealing parts for a grappling hook that could handle scaling the Middle's wall. I'm sorry.' 
 
    'And before that? When you left me to fight a fucking werewolf?' 
 
    End was much less apologetic on that front, balling her pale hands into fists and taking her turn to point at him. 'You pay me to spy, Viktor. Not get turned to fucking stone or box fisticuffs with werewolves. You left too.' 
 
    'Only after you fucked off. I gave you those crossbows for a reason.' 
 
    'The crossbows did nothing!' End threw her hands up in exasperation. 'I assumed you would be smart enough to run sooner.' 
 
    'Oh, so now I'm stupid?' 
 
    'I... I didn't say that, Viktor.' 
 
    'Sure as fuck implied it.' 
 
    'You imply that people are stupid all the time and I was scared, alright? I didn't want to get fucking killed and I thought I could at least get the fucking witch to chase after me so you didn't have two monsters to deal with.' 
 
    Viktor seethed silently for a moment, then sat back down and steepled his fingers. 'How long will this Black Sunday last?' 
 
    '"Until further notice." We weren't told specifics, only that too many guilds were taking chances now that the Watch has its hands full up here, and Ed Touch felt like he needed to lay down the law.' 
 
    'Well, does he? Or is it just an excuse to crack down on competitors?' 
 
    End shook her head. 'The amount of rapes and stabbings down there have doubled, Vik. Mickey's guys have started patrolling the streets with clubs and beating anyone that makes even a hint of trouble. It's almost anarchy. 
 
    'Mick is normally the type to find the mindless chaos funny, but it's so bad that even after Ed Touch made her the new head of the Lower Smugglers' Guild during the last Council meeting, she's still been looking like a frayed piece of twine the last week.' 
 
    He growled. 'Fucking thieves policing thieves. I don't know what fool decided that sort of shit would work out long-term, but I want to know what the fuck he was smoking.' 
 
    The thunder that rumbled outside was loud enough to drown out the last words of his sentence. He didn't need to turn around in his chair to see the green lightning that was striking against the clouds. 
 
    A fey storm. Those brought foul, mutative magic with them when they rolled down from the north. The rumours went that the Nordlings would make an attack on the Harbour District soon. Nikolas already had ramshackle portions of his disorganised army evacuating as many people [DR40]as he could, setting up barricades and getting ready to resist them. 
 
    A horn was blown not far away in the city, and Viktor looked over his shoulder, getting to his feet. One of the Baron's armed skycutters—fifteen metres from stern to prow and crewed by forty men—was making pace for the north of the city. The crewmen in full suits of sealed plate armour were doing their best to avoid the sickening green droplets of magic-infused water that torrented down into the city.  
 
    The vessel's mainsail was fully unfurled, and the ship's engines were blowing at full heat, obvious by the smokestone smog was coming out a hot blue instead of the usual tarry black. Clearly the ship was in a rush to get somewhere, and it was expecting a fight if the sailors dumping spare bolts at the base of the prow-mounted ballista was anything to go by. 
 
    The Air Fleet had ever been the Baron's trump card against the Nordlings. Their black drakes had a hard time dealing with the hard wooden hulls and the stupid amount of bolts even one could put out. Even the witches and mutants among their raiding parties had few answers to a blast of shatterstone launched from the catapults the larger ships were equipped with. 
 
    If he peered hard enough, he could just barely make out the captain of the ship furiously shouting orders to his crew. He instructed the helmsmen to change the angle of one of the ventral guiding sails on the ship just enough that they didn't plough into a smithy. 
 
    Instead, they only took a few tiles off the top of it with their prow, knocking a few ribs off of the troll's skeleton that served as the ship's figurehead. That gave the merchants below a nasty shock as they and several other unlucky pedestrians from the street piled into the building to avoid the acidic rain and the bits of falling debris. 
 
    The templars would have a mountain of mutations to deal with if this rain kept up, not to mention the darker sort of magical beasts that might be tempted to make their way up from the sewers. 
 
    'I'm sorry,' he said finally, turning back to End. 
 
    She shook her head. 'I understand your anger, Viktor.' End shrugged. 'I'm not exactly having a great time either lately.' 
 
    'I know, but I shouldn't be taking my shit out on you. I'll try to keep my temper in check. Are you able to do some running for me now that you're up here?' 
 
    'Of course. What do you need?' 
 
    Viktor pulled a heavy coin purse out of a drawer in the desk. 'This needs to go to 313th Tunley Street in the Lowers.' 
 
    'Hmm? For what?' 
 
    'Business, mostly. The woman you're taking it to is Vanessa Fate.' 
 
    End stared for a moment, then tilted her head at him. 'That name sounds familiar. Wasn't there a serial —killer—' 
 
    'John Fate. Her brother. He recently escaped from the Upper Keep, but don't let that get out. Gauss wants it kept under wraps.' 
 
    'And why are you paying his sister?' 
 
    'You know I try to keep you informed, End, but this one thing is probably best for you not to pry into.' 
 
    'Alright.' 
 
    'There's something else.' Viktor pulled another, heavier bag of silver out and put it on the table, internally wincing at the realisation that he was likely going to have a very hard time paying off the debts Lym had owed. 'A Lieutenant Kor, from the Upper Watch. I need you to bring him here. Forcefully and quietly.' 
 
    End crossed her arms again. 'Am I allowed to ask about this part?' 
 
    'No.' Viktor put a pair of sealed envelopes on the desk. 'You aren't allowed to take a look at the contents of this letter I need you to take to Mosaic either. Nor are you allowed to peek inside the ones addressed to Randy Bullock or Henrey. I'll know if you do,' Viktor lied. 
 
    'Henrey? You mean Headcase Henrey, the alchemist?' End tilted her head at him. 'What are you getting up to with him that you need secret letters delivered in the night?' 
 
    'Something that'll get me excruciated if I'm caught, End. Which is why it's all written in our code. You'll need to manually write down the key for after you've delivered these. Deliver a letter, then write the key so that the person it's meant for can decode it themselves, then move on to the next. Do not peek.' 
 
    She stared at him under her black wrappings for several more moments until he finally relented and put another bag of silver on the table. 
 
    'That's acceptable, I suppose.' 
 
    'Mercenary fuck,' Viktor sighed. 
 
    'You know you love me,' End mocked, greedily grabbing up her coins. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Viktor descended into the Erolo cellars, feeling distinctly alone in the dark, greying stone hallways that were illuminated only by the light from the small torch he had lit for himself. 
 
    If there was ever any doubt in Viktor's mind that Lym had been under Stimlyf's influence, it had been erased when he had allowed himself a brief conversation with him the previous night, before Henrey had arrived. 
 
    Lym hadn't put up a fight when Viktor had demanded his signet ring, a map to his hidden workshop, and that Lym write down the code for the lock mechanism. 
 
    He regretted not posing more questions about Dowry to the nobleman, but he had thought there were more pressing things that needed answers. Now that Lym was out of his reach and likely in a cell in the Crimson Palace, he and Viktor would never get the chance again. 
 
    At least he could be reasonably sure he wasn't being followed, having given all of the staff the day off and sent Cuff away on busywork related to Viktor's freshly ruined finances. Giblet had gone off drinking, leaving Viktor once again alone in a dark, cloistered maze of passageways, only his thoughts there to keep him company. 
 
    The likelihood was high but not certain that Dowry had been working for Stimlyf and not Lym, seeing as someone had clearly gone through the effort to engineer his escape from custody. 
 
    Viktor may have suspected Soltkin, but Dowry didn't seem like he was really of any major use other than as a pair of loyal hands. He wondered if maybe Stimlyf might have had some sort of emotional connection to the aging servant. By now, Stimlyf had shown that he didn't hold nearly the same kind of prejudice against commoners that Lym had, even if he was also a murderous witch. 
 
    That brought his mind back to Olga. She had outright stated that she was the impetus and the brains behind their little terror romp through the city, but he wasn't sure if he believed that. 
 
    Soltkin was the key, somehow. This all came back to her, and Viktor wondered if Lieutenant Kor hadn't been working for the Nordling when he "lost" Dowry... 
 
    Soon he would have to execute sixty-seven people that likely really didn't deserve it, and after that he would have to head down the mountain proper to meet with Henrard Kolk in his pixiedust workshops. 
 
    All of this while Nikolas no doubt hadn't slept in several days for all the time he would have had to spend organising the new Guard. Viktor knew that the Baron hadn't wanted them to speak of the revelations of witchcraft, for reasons that were both purely selfish and purely logical. If the Baron had talk of organised witches and werewolves flying around the city, it would both cause a panic and kneecap any gain he could make from the situation. 
 
    Transferring Nikolas all the way to the front lines of the incoming war and locking Viktor into an investigation into what was essentially another glorified smugglers' route, however, was a strange choice. 
 
    There was ordering Nikolas to shut the fuck up, which the Captain would likely have done if the Baron did indeed have Heun's head to wave a metaphorical sword over. But [DR41]Viktor found it distinctly suspicious that the Old Man in Red had gone the route of bribery with Viktor rather than coercion. Too out of character for a man that hated Blackclads with a passion. 
 
    As Viktor walked the sunken passageways of the Erolo manor, flinching at every stray drip of seeping groundwater in fear that it was fey rain, he couldn't help but feel like the Baron hadn't so much been trying to get Viktor and Nikolas to shut up as he had been trying to get them both into a position where they could no longer ask questions. 
 
    Those two things were very similar, but in this case, the devil was in the details. The Baron was—rather predictably—not telling them something. The lengths he had gone to stifle the asking of uncomfortable questions made Viktor think there was more at play here than the greed of a man doing his best to opportunistically profit from the rats causing trouble in his basement. 
 
    Viktor came to the unassuming portion of the wine cellar with a sigh. The map instructed him to stop here. 
 
    He felt that odd sensation of prickling up his spine that he sometimes felt when he was in the dungeons during a haunt surge. Viktor allowed himself an ugly moment to take a look around the cellar, checking behind the giant wine caskets with the torch and looking around for any indication of another bloody possessed Erolo man-at-arms. 
 
    He found none and eventually was forced to turn back to the stone barrier. He sighed, brushing at a specific spot. 
 
    His finger felt a tiny indent that he genuinely would have taken for some random mark of age if he hadn't known what he was looking for. Viktor fished the signet ring out and he slipped it on, pressing it into the indent. 
 
    An iron latch disguised as a brick attached to some stone by mortar popped open, and he found himself peering at an old combination lock. 
 
    7-4-7-8 
 
    If there was any kind of significance to the number, he couldn't comment. Viktor slowly and carefully rotated the numbers on the pad into place, then pressed a little metal button set underneath the lock. 
 
    Immediately, stone ground against metal, and he had to take a few quick steps back as the wall opened into a narrow passageway and the spot he'd been standing gave way to a stone staircase. 
 
    Viktor clutched the mace Tiny had given him from the keep's armoury to use now that both his axes and knives were in Olga's stomach or in pieces in the Temple Quarter. The prickling sensation on the back of his neck was decidedly unpleasant, and a good part of him was tempted to pull out the shatterstone bombs he'd taken to carrying around in case Olga showed her face. 
 
    Maybe it would[DR42] be easier to just blow this part of the manor up. The servants were still cleaning blood and guts off the walls, not to mention happening upon the occasional undetonated dud pixiedust bomb Mosaic's men had hurled about the place. 
 
    He was alone here. There was no need to go exploring into whatever depravity Stimlyf had ordered his father to create in the basement of this house of horrors. 
 
    'You know that's not true', the nagging voice in the back of his head told him. 'Maybe we find something down here that tells us what Olga's plan is. Maybe something down here makes sense.' 
 
    Fat chance of that. Viktor tightened his grip around the mace and stifled a curse, descending the steps into the newly opened passage and cursing his own inability to let lie as the damn thing slowly but surely cranked shut behind him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The stairwell led him down into a passageway that was even more damp than the cellars above, and the distant sound of rushing water told him that he was near a sewer tunnel. By the sound, Viktor could infer that there was a lot of water coming down the pipes. Much more than a frozen mountain could offer. 
 
    The thaw was upon them. 
 
    As he walked deeper down into the dark tunnels, Viktor adjusted his grip on the torch, his hand becoming irritated from the sensation of having to hold the damn thing up. 
 
    He didn't have much visibility down here, and that made him concerned and paranoid. He checked the floors and the ceilings compulsively, expecting to find a curseling hanging from something or burrowed into the ground waiting for him. 
 
    The sound of rushing water got louder still, and Viktor cursed as he came to a place where the tunnel intersected with an underground river. Below, meltwater with chunks of ice in it [DR43]torrented into the leftmost pipe, flowing from the one on Viktor's right and no doubt leading down into the Middle and the Lowers. 
 
    The walkway was slippery and positively covered in mould, but it was well-built and sturdy. Viktor sighed and brushed the torch around. The stone here was centuries old, cracked[DR44] in many places and eroded into smooth rock. This was likely one of the original sewer tunnels the Guild of Water had dug when the city was first constructed. 
 
    He found himself concerned that he would need to traverse a maze, but closer inspection yielded that the leftmost and rightmost passages were blocked with rusted iron bars and large, circular grates, so that left only forwards. 
 
    There wasn't a bridge to the other side of the tunnel, of course. 
 
    There also wasn't a chance in hell that Viktor was stupid enough to wade through chest-high water in the middle of a dark sewer just so he could get to the other side. That was practically begging for something yucky and slimy to latch onto him while he was trying to climb up, and he had no hopes the torch wouldn't unluckily go out before something emerged from the water and ate him. 
 
    He was in the middle of trying to figure out exactly how he was going to steal a table from the manor and bring it down here to use as a bridge when his hand brushed against one of the chains serving as the closest thing to a safety railing the builders of the tunnel could be bothered to create. 
 
    It moved of its own accord, snaking forwards with an unnatural movement that distinctly lacked the sound of a clockwork mechanism accompanying it. Viktor cursed as the chains loosened from the posts they were bound to, netting together in the centre of the intersection to create a wrapped, rusted bridge that swayed with the slightest movement. 
 
    Viktor stared for a moment, then shook his head. 'Subtle, Stimlyf. Very subtle.' 
 
    He sighed, unsteadily putting his weight on the fucking chain-bridge and doing his best to skirt his way over it without falling over it or agitating whatever evil fucking magic Stimlyf had obviously used to animate the bridge instead of just putting some planks down, the lazy boy. 
 
    Twenty more metres of walking brought the sound of music to his ears. Viktor thought he was going mad for a moment, then realised it was one of those low, relaxing tunes on a brass instrument. The kind the Oxensteinians were really fond of. 
 
    He wasn't alone down here. Viktor flexed down on the mace and slowed his walk, eyeing every angle around himself as he slowly stomped further forwards, a dim light illuminating the space ahead of him. 
 
    He came to a wooden door, simple and unadorned, the light shining out from the gaps in the doorframe and the sound of the music clearly coming from within. Pressing down on the iron latch revealed that it was unlocked, but he still only opened it just a little with the edge of his mace while he stood well away from it. 
 
    No spikes came out of the wall and nothing exploded. Viktor moved it slightly more ajar. Nothing. 
 
    A little more. Then nothing. 
 
    He pressed the door open fully and walked into the workshop fully expecting to find a disgusting abattoir of horrors and a horde of abominations waiting for him. 
 
    Instead, he came to a simple little room, tiled in white and with the walls painted a dull beige. It was completely dark, the torches within having long gone out, but he could make out a little. A long desk ran the length of the back wall, and the glances he took as he waved his torch around for light made it evident that there wasn't a part of the room that wasn't cluttered with books or boxes. 
 
    Viktor's eyes found the source of the music, and he would admit to being more than a little surprised to find it was a large wooden music box, one of those ornate wall-mounted ones built into a clock that chimed every hour on the dot. 
 
    Except that, checking his pocket watch against the time the large clockface offered, Viktor could tell it was thirty-five minutes past eleven. Not exactly a standard time to chime to. Viktor eyed the suspicious contraption as it continued to tick away on the wall, but he was concerned that breaking it might do something nasty. 
 
    Again, his depressing lack of knowledge in magic put him in a foul mood. Refraining from touching things seemed like the safest bet, and the tune ceased again after a moment. 
 
    Leaving well enough alone was about the only thing he could do. That made him angry beyond reason... 
 
    Large portions of the room were covered in a thick sheen of dust, but the sheen over the door was a little thin and the desk itself had been touched recently. It was hard to guess, but he'd say that the door and the desk were the only parts of the room that had been touched in the last few weeks. 
 
    Not suspicious at all. Viktor sighed and walked in on quiet footsteps, slowly tracing the very faint footprints that had been left by whoever else had been in here. He carefully leaned over a box and lit the slim amount of wood left in one of the sconces. 
 
    Light came to a small part of the little study, and Viktor found himself staring at a glass case that contained what seemed to be various animal hearts, lined up in a neat row on the display velvet. 
 
    He peered at them and subdued a groan when he realised that every few seconds, one of them would twitch, just a little, despite them all lacking bodies to pump blood into. 
 
    He walked a little further down, finding an iron tablet with several red gemstones resting on it. A stuffed eagle with golden rods pressed into its eyes, a pile of mummified rats with their tails tied together, and a pebble that seemed to glow a brighter shade of blue the closer he brought the torch to it. 
 
    He hastily pulled the heat away from it before it could do anything more and backed away as the pebble went dark again. 
 
    Viktor was distinctly wary of this place. 
 
    Clever of Stimlyf to hide the workshop in a cellar under the cellar. The various clutter gave the impression that this had been a place that had been used frequently both for storage and for whatever foul work Stimlyf had been cooking up. 
 
    Evidently, simply by the quantities involved, the boy's interest in the occult had gone back some time. Troubling. 
 
    Viktor's curiosity got the better of him and he found himself stopping his trod in front of one of the crates and resting a hand on it. 
 
    He shouldn't have, he knew that the safest thing to do in that moment was to just light a match and burn everything down. The wooden boxes would likely take to the flame, and the enclosed space would burn like an oven. 
 
    Viktor cursed his own curiosity, then thumbed the top of the box open with one hand, raising the other in case he needed to bash anything's skull in. 
 
    What he found was disturbing. Two straw dolls, about the size of his hand. They'd be innocuous if they didn't have what seemed like genuine human hair sewed into the top of their heads. 
 
    The resemblance was about as uncanny as he'd expect it to be. One was the spitting image of Lym Erolo and the other, distressingly, bore an uncomfortable resemblance to Mickey. 
 
    Damn it. That woman grated on his tits, but he didn't want to think that she'd been taken by whatever Lym and Hulkreug had suffered from. 
 
    Something caught his eye, and he pulled Mickey's doll out of the box, carefully examining it. There was a [DR45]little tear in the side of the head that didn't seem like it was supposed to be there. 
 
    Odd. It bore a bit of a resemblance to a grinning cat's face. It looked like it had been burnt in there. 
 
    Hmm. Mickey had once told him that the cat masks she kept in her tavern were thought to ward off bad omens or some shit. Whether Mickey herself believed in that crap or it was simply a case of her keeping them on display because they were made of solid silver was up in the air. 
 
    Compulsion wrought its way into Viktor. He stuffed the doll resembling Mickey into a pocket, intent on asking her about it later. 
 
    It was subtle, but if he looked carefully, he could see a thin trace of an outline of something in the dust between the two dolls. It was shaped roughly the same, as if there had been a third... 
 
    Viktor hissed. Stimlyf had been in the process of packing up and moving, if the fact that everything was in boxes was anything to go by. He couldn't comment on just how the little motherfucker had been planning to actually take everything out of the manor, but between the raid and Viktor finding out that it was him and his girlfriend behind the horror in the city, it would be difficult for Stimlyf to come back and retrieve anything. 
 
    That[DR46] said, he must have still had time to grab Hulkreug's doll at some point. 
 
    Viktor grabbed Lym's doll and pocketed it as well. He was sorely tempted to burn them both, but he had no idea if that would reverse the bewitchment. 
 
    If he got really unlucky, some of the rumours he'd heard about witch's dolls would turn out to be true and he'd have to explain to Cuff why Mickey spontaneously erupted into a fireball in the middle of her own tavern. 
 
    The damn wall-mounted grandfather clock sounded again, playing the same stupid tune. 
 
    Viktor decided that the music was beginning to irritate him, so he closed the wooden crate and made his way through the isles of clutter, careful not to accidentally touch anything as he was squeezing his way past a row of wooden staves. 
 
    His attention was momentarily brought to a pile of glass containers that Stimlyf had only been partially able to pack into a still-open crate. One contained the severed head of a lizard of some variety, floating in some weird green liquid inside the jar. 
 
    Another jar held a mummified human hand that had oddly long talons on the ends of its fingers. A third jar contained a skull with two small indentations on the forehead and another with two small horns in the exact same spot as its counterpart. A jar of various animal eyeballs that hadn't been secured properly was offering a truly putrid stench despite there not being any decay visible on the ocular organs inside. 
 
    He didn't recognise the tune, but when he bumped his way through an old carpet that had a bloodstain on it in the shape of a smiling human face, he was well sick of hearing it. It only went for about thirty seconds or so before repeating, and the repetition grated on him. 
 
    The clock was sturdy, wooden, and, for something in the Erolo manor, surprisingly ornate in a way that was actually tasteful rather than gaudy. 
 
    Viktor tried to pry it open to find whatever mechanism ceased the tune, but it refused to open regardless of how much he worked at it. 
 
    Hmph. 
 
    Viktor found a wickedly sharp ritual knife on the counter and did his best not to think about what it might have been used for as he struggled to pry the box open. When that didn't work, he gave it a hearty smash with his fist. 
 
    This did nothing, and repeated blows yielded no result other than making his fist hurt. He wasn't stupid enough to not realise that the box was clearly far more durable than it had a right to be.  
 
    Strangely, as he was considering taking it into the sewers outside and throwing it into the drain, he thought he heard something else. He pressed the box to his ear, listening intently for the subtones buried underneath the disgusting, boring tune. 
 
    Tick. Tick. Wrack. Wrack. 
 
    Counting down to something, and yet also very clearly enchanted in some way. Viktor was sorely tempted to think it was a bomb, but by his reckoning, once you accounted for the mechanisms inside, there probably wasn't enough space for nearly enough shatterstone to blow the room open. 
 
    He took a seat in Stimlyf's chair and pulled some of the various books close, inching to the furthest end of the table and away from the clock, just in case. 
 
    An Advanced Treatise on Scrying Magic 
 
    The Pyromancer's Prime 
 
    Recent Discoveries in Magical Medicine, 258[DR47] AC Edition 
 
    By the names offered on the covers, these were all Theronlian tomes translated into Adelstradian Dogspeak. That magical tomes discussing such knowledge existed was not a surprise; the capital had much fewer restrictions on the use of magic than Adelstrad Province did, at least among the nobles. 
 
    What did surprise Viktor was the fact that Stimlyf had managed to get his hands on them. The Theronlian magic academies may have made a practice of tutoring the scions of nobility who could pay the exorbitant fees and meet whatever esoteric, inscrutable requirements that they set forth, but that didn't mean they didn't take painful measures to keep their monopoly on magic. 
 
    Between the Church and the academies, suppression of even the most basic knowledge of the arcane was almost complete among anyone that wasn't either a templar or a wizard. The average fool on the street didn't even know the difference between a witch and the sorcerers the academies produced. 
 
    Rumour and superstition were the currencies of the day for anyone outside the incredibly small circles allowed to know. 
 
    It tempted Viktor sorely to read. He knew he shouldn't. Stendeval would find out eventually if he did, and then he'd go directly to the stake. 
 
    But if there was one thing that infuriated Viktor the executioner, it was not knowing the answer to a question. He piled through the books, browsing titles on alchemy and sorcery and witchcraft and even one black tome that hurt his eyes to look at but had the word "Demon" written in the title. Viktor steered clear of that one. 
 
    Eventually, he came to a smaller book that looked more like a journal than an officially disseminated text. He ran a finger along the old brown leather of the book, then pulled it closer. 
 
    He had to light one of the other sconces hanging over the desk to see much of anything, but the book was sans of details. No name on the cover, no indication of who wrote it, and a look inside offered writing and what seemed to be journal entries, but they had no dates and, for some bizarre reason, every second page had been ripped out and a good number of the extant paragraphs had been scratched out. 
 
    'She made the offer again, today,' Viktor read silently. 'I've told her no, but she keeps insisting that it's my only way out. I almost drew a blade on her this time, such is the limit of my patience but—' 
 
    The writing ceased there for some reason, and the next two paragraphs had been ruined with an ink blot. Viktor couldn't tell if that had been an accident or not. 
 
    '—does make a convincing case. It would be difficult. Very difficult. But would it be worth it?' 
 
    More ink blots and chicken scratches. A scribble of a funny little vortex had been drawn over the page. 
 
    '—offered to teach me, to show me. Simple, she says. I know she's lying, but not about much. And then, once that's done? North. We go north. We can do it there. Everything we've been speaking about.' 
 
    Hmph. 
 
    '—is not happy, but she never is to hear this sort of unexpected news. She tells me it's too dangerous, but she said the same thing when I offered to watch her during the full moons and keep her safe.' 
 
    Ah. So this was Stimlyf's journal. And Olga had been lying through her teeth when she'd said that she was the mastermind behind all this. 
 
    '—says Soltkin's untrustworthy. I agree, to a point, but this city will never let us have what we need. Our fathers—' 
 
    Three more paragraphs blotted out, this time with what Viktor initially thought was blood but turned out to be strawberry jam when he licked it. 
 
    Weird. 
 
    '—destroy the palace, then when the Nordlings come, we'll not only be spared, but made Jarls, both of us. Soltkin has offered to have a Priestess of Fate officiate the wedding, even. There would be no more talk of scandal, of a noble marrying a commoner.' 
 
    He had suspected the motive had run something along the lines of that. Lym had seemed like the kind of man that would gladly kill a son that dared to think he could elope with a mere commoner, and Viktor didn't know if he thought Hulkreug's reaction would be much better. No doubt the old merchant would have let the match go through, but only if he thought that having a nobleman as a son-in-law would benefit him. 
 
    And the tale of the star-crossed lovers became more and more sickening by the minute... Still, that Stimlyf had been fool enough to keep a journal only behoved Viktor's purposes. He sighed, leaning back in his seat and continuing to read. 
 
    No doubt he would be down here all night... 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven: The Grandfather Clockwork 
 
    A noise caught Viktor's ear, then another, and the clock above him struck midnight, issuing forth the same irritating tune as it had before. But [DR48]the way the hairs on the back of his neck stood up immediately told him something was different this time. 
 
    He checked his pocket watch, finding that instead of striking midnight as the larger clock did, each hand was instead spinning around at a rapid pace. [DR49] 
 
    Viktor's hands tightened around the mace so tight that he thought he heard the wooden handle start to creak. 
 
    Then he realised that it wasn't the mace that was creaking under strain... 
 
    One of the square packing boxes slowly began to rumble, shaking angrily as whatever was inside suddenly went into motion, followed by several more boxes adjacent to it. The grandfather clock finally dropped the irritating tune, instead striking midnight with an old, echoing bell that sounded like the toll of death. 
 
    The first box splintered under the force of whatever magic was being worked, and a desiccated, near-skeletal hand burst through it, fingers writhing around disgustingly. 
 
    Around the room, the sound of shattering wood sounded like a choir, and half a dozen zombies broke out of their containment and began to reach for weapons. 
 
    Viktor had no words, and calling for help would have been futile anyway. He swore and scooped the journal up under his arm, then turned to the nearest shaking box and brought his mace down onto it, successive blows shattering the wood into pieces and demolishing the skull of the undead inside. 
 
    Another box that hadn't been shaking a moment before exploded open, and the hand of the zombie within caught Viktor by the wrist. He pulled and struggled and might've been able to get away, if three more hands hadn't come out of that same pile and latched onto him. 
 
    A mummified skull with hair that was white and stringy with death slowly creaked out of the box, opening its jaws wide to reveal a mouth dribbling with maggots and saliva. A blackened tongue snaked around curiously, and the thing stared at him with eyes that had long since rotted into dry, fleshy little raisins. 
 
    The jaw closed a little, and it tilted its head as if it were considering him. Then the mouth split open three times wider than any human anatomy should have been able to, and it issued forth a screech that was so inhuman and so complete in the horror it promised that Viktor knew he would never forget it, even if he did manage to make it out alive. 
 
    With his free hand, he pulled forth a spike iron tube and sparked it against the metal of one of the display cases. Viktor howled in something between terror and fury, hurling the first grenade into the group of undead in the far corner and then produced another, smacking the wailing zombie in the teeth with it. 
 
    The second grenade sparked at the contact. Viktor pulled it back and dumped it into the box at the top of the pile, then heaved himself back towards the desk, completely uncaring that in his haste to get away, he had dragged two zombies out with him, one being little more than a bisected torso. 
 
    The first grenade went off, and the blast was shattering in its destruction. Half of the room went up in splinters in an instant, and debris rained everywhere. The wailing zombie's pitch increased in the moments before the second grenade went off, then it too was reduced to particles. 
 
    The torso holding onto him by his back hissed and bit into his neck, while its counterpart dug into Viktor's arm with claw fingers. All while that fucking grandfather clock kept tolling its fucking bell. 
 
    Viktor shoved the clawed zombie away and struck it in the head, then got a grip on the torso and managed to heave it off, in the process bringing it closer to his face and giving him a view of the cockroaches that were nested inside. 
 
    The force broke the last bits of skin on the torso open, and the disgusting little insects rained down on Viktor, scurrying all around his clothes and biting him on his arms and neck. 
 
    Viktor howled in pain and fury. He pulled his third and last grenade out and sparked it against the table with one hand, swinging his mace around wildly with the other. 
 
    The top of the smokestone grenade made contact with the desk, and blue smoke began pouring from the now-primed weapon. At the same time, Viktor put his mace into the clawed zombie hard enough to crush its skull and subsequently leave him defenceless when the mace head, improperly fastened, broke upon impact, flying away and shattering an antique mirror. 
 
    Viktor stomped on the torso zombie's head and pulled roaches off himself as he strode into the throw, hurling the grenade into the largest pile of wooden boxes he could find. It detonated a few seconds later, spewing flames everywhere that licked at the stowed items, the boxes, and the corpses alike. 
 
    Burning this room down—expensive trinkets, books, and all—hurt Viktor down to his soul, but he couldn't keep this up. More and more corpses were piling on. 
 
    Better to burn them all to death than have to fight any more of them as they ganged up on him. Maybe the flames would weaken some of the supports down here and he could bring it down on their heads.  
 
    If not, if Viktor was going to die, the choice between a relatively quick immolation in a raging inferno and being slowly eaten alive by the living dead was very, very obvious. 
 
    A zombie with a rusted nasal helmet and arming sword [DR50]clacked up to him with surprising speed. 
 
    'What the fuck?' Viktor cursed, ducking away from the blade and pulling what was left of an exploded plank off of a destroyed box. Viktor hit it in the face, then pulled its sword from its grip with one hand and rained blows down on it with his other. 
 
    He managed to get a decent grip on the sword they were both struggling for, slicing it neatly through the zombie's neck. The severed head landed on a nearby table, jaw still clacking around with the urge to bite. 
 
    For a split moment, its eyes settled on him with some cold malice, then Viktor batted the head away into the flames. 
 
    An iron box Viktor hadn't noticed started to rattle and creak, then it burst open and something that glowed bright white sped out of it. The light exploded outwards, and Viktor was treated to another ghostly wail as a white and black apparition of smoke and light in the shape of a screaming man's head flew from the box, then exploded into burning light above them. 
 
    'What the fuck![DR51]' Viktor repeated, slicing the heads off two more axe-wielding corpses in one swing and stomping on another's head before it could fully crawl out of the particularly small box it had been trapped in,[DR52] as if it were some sort of contortionist that had died mid-performance. 
 
    Again, a black and white glow exploded out from another iron box amid painfully anguished screams and soared towards the ceiling, shattering into noisy pieces that left blinding wakes in Viktor's vision. 
 
    Viktor had heard enough people scream during the course of his duties that he could tell a lot about the kind of pain they were experiencing just by the character of the wails. The ghostly figments were experiencing just about some of the worst pain imaginable. 
 
    Realisation dawned on Viktor at the same time as the horror. 
 
    'You're not just corpses, are you...?' he breathed, watching one zombie wail around in mindless anger as the flames licked at the old, tattered rags that had once been its clothes. 'Not like the shamblebrasses that have their minds removed... Something's left of you...' 
 
    Almost experimentally, Viktor hacked at a stray zombie that had escaped the fire. It fought him with the rusty club it was wielding, and it didn't seem particularly bothered when Viktor took its arm off with a heavy swing, but the wailing coming from it went unchanged. A primal, fundamental emotion that Viktor didn't think a living human could comprehend. 
 
    The ghosts stuck in the boxes had likely been there for the sake of some sick experiment, and the zombies were probably either meant for labour or combat. Probably both, seeing as only about a third of them were carrying weapons that weren't makeshift. 
 
    The flames were really starting to take now, and Viktor realised that if he didn't get out of this room now, he probably never would. He fought a zombie in mail for space, having to dodge around the sluggish but malicious thrusts of its spear, then cut off one of the arms holding up the polearm. 
 
    Viktor stole a stray piece of display cloth off one of the tables, wrapping as many books as he could inside. He ran a hand along the shelves of one wall as he scurried out and let the books fall into the makeshift sack. 
 
    He cursed himself for every poor step and every book that fell out of his little treasure trove as he made his way towards the door. To his infinite relief, whatever trap that had been set for him down here hadn't been rigged to the exits, so no chain had ominously wrung the door shut as the grandfather clock had begun striking. 
 
    Still, he was burnt, bruised, and bleeding from fifty different cuts of various sizes. Viktor retreated like a child from a leper, leaving the sounds of the screaming, burning dead behind as he limped at a quick pace to outrun the zombies following him. 
 
    An arrow whizzed by his head, barely missing flesh but cutting a jagged line through his hood. Viktor spat and put a hand up to the fabric, then cursed when more arrows chased after him. One grazed his boot but bounced off at an angle while another struck him in the lower back but went only a pathetic few millimetres through his leather. 
 
    Stimlyf and Olga would both suffer for this. Viktor careened into the metal bridge, pointedly holding his breath in case the malicious magic holding it together gave and he found himself falling into the water. 
 
    One shriek came louder than the others, and Viktor turned instinctively to batter aside the loping, three-legged patchwork monstrosity that moved so much faster than its fellows. Four arms each holding a dagger came at him in a whirlwind, and he almost fell off the fucking bridge. 
 
    'Fuck off!' Viktor howled, cutting one arm off the thing and ducking backwards over the slippery, mossy chains. The thing spat disgusting black tar at him, then surprised him by dropping a dagger and grabbing the edge of the bridge with a hand attached to an arm that was three times the length of a normal man's. 
 
    Viktor knew what it was doing immediately and stumbled as the thing grabbed a handful of chains and pushed them outwards, splitting the bridge in two with one hand and continuing its dervish against him with the remaining two that still had weapons. Viktor cursed and kicked out, then regretted that decision when he lost his footing completely and slipped, accidentally dropping his stolen sword into the water below and bowling into the zombie in a sick parody of an embrace, only barely keeping his grip on the sack of books. 
 
    Over the zombie's shoulder, he saw seven more with various degrees of burns loping towards him. Viktor cursed and roped an arm around the zombie's neck, pulling it backwards with one arm and slamming the sack into its head with the other. 
 
    One knife bounced off his armour, then another cut into it. Viktor punched the zombie in the head, then it let go of the bridge, grabbing hold of the sack and releasing another unnatural scream. As the bridge of chains went taut again, Viktor almost fell. 
 
    Fucking Stone God. 
 
    He headbutted the zombie in the skull, then repeated the motion three more times. The ancient bone giving way under the impacts, Viktor being certain to put the strongest part of his skull into the weakest part of the zombie's. 
 
    Something finally gave way, and black blood exploded everywhere. The zombie offered one final slash of its sword that went through Viktor's hood and made a shallow cut in his neck. Three arrows impacted its back, delivered from whatever monstrosities Stimlyf had armed with bows. Then it fell, tearing the sack open with its weight on the way down. 
 
    'No! No! Motherfucker, motherfucker! I needed those!' Viktor howled as charts and tomes and parchment and notes sank into the river. 
 
    Move, Viktor. They're coming for you. 
 
    The voice that wasn't the sound of his own thoughts came unbidden, and his feet found impetus. He ran back for the way he'd come, swearing up a storm and cursing every god he could think of, real or not. 
 
    Again, the bridge had miraculously not been set to fall apart when he tried to move back across it, and Viktor punished Stimlyf for that idiocy by taking his sword to the rusty chains as soon as he made footfall on the stone at the other side. 
 
    He hacked at the swinging metal forming the bridge not a second after he was safely across it, slashing like a wild man and screaming like an animal, swearing and howling and accidentally biting the edge of his own tongue no less than thrice. 
 
    'Fucking zombies!' 
 
    Viktor, in his exhausted state was just barely able to sever enough cables to bring the knotting down. 
 
    Two screaming, flaming zombies that had made it to the front of the pack chasing after him wailed as the bridge gave and they were sent plummeting into the cold water below. They stretched their hands out in a vain attempt to get at him as the current from the river took them against the grate and pinned them there. 
 
    Viktor fell onto his arse in the dark, watching the mindless horde of undead clamber over one another in their rush to get at him. The force of their motion accidentally knocked more than a few of their number into the water and trapped them against the same grate as their fellows. 
 
    Another four-armed zombie knocked two arrows to shoot at him, only for its fellow to accidentally bash its head in with a mace, sending it careening into the water. It dropped it weapons and found a particularly nasty way down, cracking its skull open on the edge of the river. 
 
    Viktor couldn't help but chuckle at that, but only after he checked to be sure there were no others armed with bows. 'Ha. Stupid zombie.' Viktor clutched Stimlyf's journal, having miraculously managed to keep a grip on it awkwardly under his arm. 
 
    He lost consciousness not long after. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Viktor woke up in Lym's bed with a distraught Ordo standing over him with a cloth. It had been filled with hot water, and she was pressing it against his neck. The smell of putridly clean chemicals and herbs filled his nose, and he spat out a harsh cough. 
 
    Ordo almost jumped out of her skin when he moved, leaping backwards and knocking over the stool she'd been sitting on. She recovered quickly, immediately rushing towards him and putting a hand on his chest, pressing her ear to it and then taking in a shuddering breath after a moment. 
 
    'A-Amda?' he croaked. 
 
    'I'm here, Viktor,' she said quickly, relief flushing her features. 'You're safe. You're alright.' She said it like she was trying to reassure herself more than him. 
 
    'The fuck—?' 
 
    'Cuff found you. He said you gave him the night off, but he forgot to get your signature on something, so he had to come back. Then he saw you skulking around the tunnels and got...curious, so he decided to follow you. The last he saw, you were disappearing into a tunnel he couldn't get to open up behind you. That freaked him out, so he wound up fetching some of the manservants from their rooms on the other side of the property to try to get it open. Twenty minutes later, they heard...noises, and they called some watchmen with explosives.' 
 
    Cuff? Viktor coughed again, battling to sit up. 
 
    'Viktor, relax.' Ordo pushed him back down. 'You lost a lot of blood, and you caught a severe case of haunt sickness. Don't try to move.' 
 
    'Woman, don't, eugh, give me that cliché shit. Just pass me some bloody water.' 
 
    Far from offended, Ordo beamed a little that he was a little feeling well enough to snark at her and got up to pour him a small glass, gently helping him up to sip slowly at it. 
 
    'How long was—' A sudden headache brought his sentence to a halt. 
 
    'Less than a day, but it was hit and miss there, Viktor. Cuff sent a runner to fetch me first, but we had to call in the priests for a bit.' Ordo averted her gaze. 
 
    'What?' 
 
    'Nothing.' 
 
    Suspicion soared through him. '"Nothing" is never an answer that means what it says on the top, Ordo. What happened?' 
 
    She sighed. 'Damn fool Blackclad and the nothing that ever gets by you…,' she muttered angrily. 'You were dead for a full sixty seconds before Stendeval did some very serious prayer that brought you back, Viktor. Happy?' 
 
    'Bullshit.' 
 
    'I know you don't believe in miracles, Viktor, but I was there, and I know what I saw.' 
 
    'Bullshit...' 
 
    Ordo threw her hands up in exasperation. 'This from the man that literally just got done fighting a horde of zombies in a witch's hideaway. And now you tell me you don't believe in God.' 
 
    'Do you?' 
 
    'I believe the Stone God exists and that casually declaring that the gods are non-existent is a good way to get smote, Viktor. Whether or not that makes me a religious nutcase is not the same question.' 
 
    'Okay, well, I don't. The world is a horrible, cruel place where starving children have to eat smaller starving children in order to survive, people crucify puppies for fun, taxes only get higher at the end of every year, and innocent Viktors are eaten by fucking zombies in sewers. I find it distinctly hard to believe that a benevolent god watches over all this nonsense.' He waved disparagingly out the window, which provided a lovely view of the Crimson Palace from here. 
 
    Viktor would need to have it bricked up at some point. 
 
    Ordo sighed, pressing a fist to her forehead, but he could tell by the way her shoulders moved that she was trying to hide her own laughter. 
 
    'Ah, you missed the sound of me bitching.' 
 
    'Yes, fool, I did.' 
 
    'Hmm.' Viktor sighed, rubbing at his head. 'Isn't this supposed to be the part where you get really unreasonably angry at me for worrying you and curse my name for my recklessness and swear that I'll break your heart if I get myself killed?' 
 
    Ordo blinked, then scowled and crossed her arms. 'I'm not the illogical love interest in a romance novel, Viktor. You've been reading too many of those. Please, for the love of Stone God, don't tell me that this entire time you've been thinking I'm the hysterical woman waiting to happen.' 
 
    The door opened as she finished speaking, and Captain Fairfax of all people stepped in, looking thoroughly displeased with something and flanked by a pair of watchmen in lieutenants' uniforms. 
 
    'No, I can think of better people to lay that particular accusation at the feet of, Physician Ordo, among a great many other pejoratives...' Viktor grumbled, taking a sip of water. 
 
    'He lives, he speaks, unfortunately,' Gauss sneered, holding her hands up wide at her sides. 
 
    'I believe I told you to inform me the moment he woke up, Physician Ordo.' She directed a nasty look Ordo's way. 
 
    'And I said I would, Gauss. He's only been cognisant for a minute, and I needed to perform preliminary checks for a concussion. Your vendetta can wait.' 
 
    'My orders can't.' 
 
    Ordo quickly got to her feet, stomping over to Gauss and putting an angry finger to her chest. 'You listen to me, you inhuman bitch, my patient isn't well enough for this bull—' 
 
    'Ordo, relax,' Viktor said soothingly, mindful of the hand Gauss had rested on the pommel of her sword. 'I can answer some questions about what happened in the cellar.' 
 
    'The cellar?' Gauss snorted. 'That's Church business. I don't have a shit to give about whatever the fuck ate pieces off you while you were down there. No doubt Father Stendeval will be up from there in a moment, and no doubt he'll have some very uncomfortable questions for you, Blackclad, but that's not why I'm here.' 
 
    'You always were up the Baron's arse like the tongue off a whore who liked getting her face sat on, Gauss. Only one man in this city gives you orders directly now that you're Upper Captain. What does the Baron want now?' 
 
    Gauss's sword came free from her scabbard and the men beside her—men Viktor recognised as being two of Drought's more pliable toadies—gripped their cudgels. 
 
    'Be excessively careful of what the next words to leave your mouth are, Viktor. You've long enjoyed provoking me, seldom as our encounters with one another, but I am the Upper Captain now and it ends here.' 
 
    Ordo's hand snaked behind her back, and Viktor watched her pull a small phial of what was undoubtably poison from a pouch. 
 
    'Hypothetically speaking, I'd like to know what you'd do if I had mean words to say in response to that,' Viktor hedged. 
 
    'Well, you're currently bedridden. I'd likely start by taking Physician Ordo's head from her shoulders.' 
 
    'I invite you to try...' Ordo glared. 
 
    Viktor took the situation in for a moment, then sighed, painfully leaning over and putting a hand on Ordo's wrist. 
 
    She offered Gauss a final glare, then sighed and crossed her arms over her chest. Gauss smirked, and Viktor found himself adding another name to his "murder horribly" list. 
 
    'I would like to hear you say it, Viktor.' 
 
    He ground his teeth into a pile. 'I...apologise.' 
 
    'Oh? Who would you be addressing?' Gauss looked about herself in fake confusion, eliciting a laugh from the men on either side of her. 
 
    Arrogant bitch. 
 
    'I apologise, Captain.' 
 
    'There, you see. That wasn't so hard,' Gauss smirked the smirk of a woman with very deep psychological issues that she only barely kept in check by feeding the massive ego she had developed as a coping mechanism. 
 
    'Now, to business. I initially gave you seventy-two hours, but that has changed. His Grace is...impatient. Tomorrow morning, Viktor. In the Upper Keep grounds. I've already allotted the silver, as is your right.' Gauss rolled her eyes at the thought of paying him. 
 
    'You came all the way down from the keep to inform me of a change in scheduling, Gauss?' 
 
    'No, I came all the way down here to get a look at the mighty and peerless Viktor half-dead in bed while his mummy takes care of him like the sicklet he is. Seeing you in this much pain is genuinely nourishing for my soul after being buried underneath the weight equivalent of three mountains of paperwork for the last day.' 
 
    Viktor again had to restrain Ordo from murder. He would have been tempted to let her do it, but Gauss was a trained swordswoman, and he recognised the lieutenants with her as being some of the better fighters in the keep. 
 
    Gauss offered one final sneer. 'Get better soon, Viktor. It would be a shame if you couldn't swing that axe and had to be...replaced.' 
 
    Gauss took the liberty of casually knocking an expensive vase over as she left, and Viktor decided that her manner of death would either be via drowning or burning. Something suitably slow, at least. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight: The White Lies 
 
    'Viktor, should you be up and about?' Stendeval asked, turning on his heels and directing a wide-eyed glance at him as he entered the destroyed remnants of the room. Three dozen and counting ruined and broken zombie corpses were strewn about around him, only some of which had been burnt to final death by the flames. 
 
    Stendeval had been busy. 
 
    'Ordo gave me about three years' salary worth of salvestone, and that holy water you applied to me while I was out was effective. Thanks, by the way.' 
 
    Stendeval smiled with his eyes. 'I'm glad to see your vitality hasn't failed you. I know men that walk into rooms like this and find their minds and bodies crippled afterwards, simply from the despair it invokes.' 
 
    'Hmph.' Viktor looked about the wreckage. None of the mummified zombies that hadn't escaped the workshop had survived, and the templars had long since doused the ones trapped against the sewer grate in holy water. 'I think I'm just too jaded to be surprised anymore. You put this kind of power in the average fool's hands, the perversion will follow suit. Most people are simply too weak to restrain themselves.' 
 
    Stendeval was silent for a moment, then raised an index finger in agreement and nodded, sighing deeply. 'Now you see why the Church keeps all knowledge of magic so secret, why we have to burn people at the stake to prevent it from spreading. For every healer that would reset bones and cure coughs, there's a pyromancer burning a building down or a witch who thinks their mortal woes justify immortal means of retribution.' 
 
    Viktor considered it for a second, then scratched his head. 'You should have been more upfront with Nikolas. Lym told me about this room when I interrogated him. I would have mentioned it to you, but then you went and decided to act suspiciously with that iron box. We were concerned your motivations were… not ethical and decided to keep quiet until a conversation with the Hierarch could occur.' 
 
    Viktor shrugged. 'I can't say if one was had between the two of them. Either Nikolas decided he had more pressing conversations to have with him, or he didn't get a chance to issue instructions regarding the matter before his… hasty little reassignment.' 
 
    Stendeval was silent for another moment, fiddling with the rosary around his neck in contemplation. Viktor had expected anger, but if anything, Stendeval didn't seem surprised. 
 
    'Perhaps I should have been more… descriptive in why I was doing what I was doing. I was acting under orders.' 
 
    'So was I.' 
 
    'I know, and I do not begrudge you for not putting faith in me immediately, Viktor.' Stendeval turned and peered at the destroyed remains of the grandfather clock. 'Trust is a rare commodity in this city.' 
 
    'I suspected that you had known of this workshop as soon as I entered it, but...I want you to know that I appreciate very much you telling me of your lie by omission to my face.' 
 
    'Your turn, then.' Viktor looked down, stretching his fingers out and cracking them more as a habit of relaxation than as a metaphor for Stendeval being about to get punched in the face, though he wouldn't mind if the templar interpreted it that way. 
 
    'You thought I was the witch, didn't you, Father Stendeval?' 
 
    Stendeval turned. 'How did you—?' 
 
    Viktor scoffed, in that rare and beautiful place between anger and smugness. 'I have contacts. They tell me things.' 
 
    'Of course,' Stendeval laughed quietly, bitterly, surprising him. 
 
    'I admit it. You were the type that fit the profile, or at least one of the profiles. Intelligent, embittered, arrogant. You had both means and motive, assuming you were to come into contact with certain less than benign entities through methods I can't morally justify detailing. 
 
    'It's...not a fun combination of personality traits in my line of work, Viktor, but if I had any remaining doubts, they died when these zombies came after you. 
 
    'As for the...creature in the box, I myself risk excruciation if I tell you, Viktor. Know only that it is far more dangerous than anything Stimlyf Erolo or Olga DeWinter could ever do, far older than their plots for treason, and that I don't regret acting hastily to secure it, even if I do regret the breach of trust that I very clearly caused in not providing you and Captain Lauter at least some context. I apologise.' Stendeval offered a low bow of his head. 
 
    'I should have at least had the decency to tell you why you could not know.' 
 
    Hmph. A bit of a copout as far as apologies went, but that was holy people for you. 
 
    'So tell me now.' 
 
    Stendeval hesitated for a moment. 'I will offer the merest amount of information, Viktor, but you can not[DR53] repeat it to anyone, or we will both be in a very deep pile of problems.' 
 
    He saw the concession from Stendeval for what it was. The templar was offering to bend the rules just a tiny bit, and that was likely more than he would offer most people most of the time. Stendeval didn't strike Viktor as a man that had much going on outside of his faith and his work, so him putting this one thing on the table was probably a lot more than it first seemed. 
 
    'Fine.' 
 
    'Hell is real, Viktor. I've seen it with my own eyes.' Stendeval straightened his back and looked up with his blue eyes, and the conviction there was...frightening. 'And I've seen it take many forms. The ways of magic are many and they are mysterious as they are deadly. But a single mistake is all it takes. No, not even that. You don't need to even make a mistake. You don't need to sell your soul to a devil to lose it. It can simply be stolen from you.[DR54] 
 
    'The merest amount of bad luck is the extent of what you need to run afoul in[DR55] the darker parts of the world. I have in the past witnessed cases where simply knowing of the existence of a monster gives it power over you.' 
 
    Viktor stilled. 'The Church's embargo on information...' 
 
    'Exactly. The Church of the Stone Faith keeps the population of every corner of the civilised world ignorant, Viktor, and not as a side effect of we ourselves being unable to understand what we guard against. 
 
    'We do, and in the cold calculation of what saves the most people, it has long been determined that keeping ninety-nine-point-nine-nine percent[DR56] of the population both ignorant and unable to benefit from the what I will admit are some of the more useful and benign elements of magic is better than having to kill half a city to stop the spread of the dark occult. 
 
    'Better than letting anyone outside of the Order of Templars and the Church get their hands on that knowledge, even accidentally...' 
 
    'You don't think that's what most people call "overkill," Stendeval?' 
 
    'No,' Stendeval shook his head. 'You still don't understand the depth of it. I've seen entire cities destroyed completely by a single seed. Accidentally, Viktor. What even a weak witch can intentionally do to a city is nightmarish, but even the consequences of a mere brush with the dark are terrible. You can be completely oblivious to the fact that you were even near a proscribed entity or material and still be a danger to everyone around you. That is how dangerous these matters are, as my order has learned through painful experience. 
 
    'Ignorance must be maintained at all costs. Books must be burnt, sermons must be preached at all hours of the day, anyone who catches wind of a rumour of a fragment of the truth must be silenced. Whether that is by indoctrination into our order, death, or...other means is not a thing my superiors are picky about. 
 
    'Curiosity and inquiry in any form outside the most rudimentary study undertaken by only the smallest circles of researchers who have been vetted to a painful degree must be punished swiftly and unreasonably. 
 
    'The ignorance must be complete. Even that culture of terror that has been cultivated over centuries is only just barely enough to stop some of the problems. Being innocent isn't a defence when it comes to these things, Viktor. The mere suspicion of contact begets purge.' 
 
    Viktor stared at Stimlyf, taking a deep, slightly shuddering breath, and looking around the room with a wince. 
 
    'I always wondered why Adelstrad has so many more templars in it than other cities... Why we have so many missing persons cases...' 
 
    'Yes. To be made to disappear into the ranks of the Templarite or the Stone Sisters is considered the lesser of the cruel fates we are forced to offer many of the people in this city. Do not think those disappearances are all due to people being clandestinely put into carriages in the middle of the night, Viktor. There are more dangerous things than you or I lurking in the shadows...' 
 
    'What? Monsters like Olga? Sure, we get the occasional mutant uprising from the sewers or some mountain goblins smuggling themselves into the city, and the province itself is infested, but it's not like we're drowning in monsters in the city proper.' 
 
    'Are you not?' Stendeval asked pointedly. 'The Captain already told you that it is in our capability to put holy water into the drinking supplies of the entire city if we feel the need. What else have you been drinking without knowing it, Viktor?' 
 
    'You're jok—' 
 
    'Do you not think that, given how wretched the outer wilds are with magic, how you've seen the ease with which it seeps into this city on the edge of the world, often literally in the rain, that we wouldn't have ways to make people...forget that vampire they saw tear a woman's head off last week, or not pay attention to that uncle who decided to move further south even though you could have sworn you heard a story about him being afflicted with an unnatural plague.' 
 
    Stendeval stepped closer. 
 
    'Do you think you really heard those monstrous howls outside your window a few nights ago, or was it maybe just the wind? Was that woman down the street bleeding black blood from sockets that were missing eyes, or was it just a trick of the light? Do you really have a friend named James whom you haven't seen in a while or was that just the name of an acquaintance of an acquaintance?' 
 
    'Enough.' 
 
    Stendeval ignored him, stepping closer and speaking with more and more conviction. 
 
    'Was that a river of blood that washed down the street and are those the screams of a demonically possessed child, or is it just the wind?' 
 
    'Fucking enough.' 
 
    'Was your mother really taken by the covens ten years ago, or was that just a dream, the unfortunate cravings of a teenager who "knows" she has always been an orphan.' 
 
    'Stop it! You're lying through your teeth, Stendeval.' Viktor grabbed him by his tunic. 'The Church isn't God, as much as you'd like to believe yourselves are.' 
 
    'No.' Stendeval shook his head. 'I am not lying to you, Viktor. Certain elements of the priesthood are...both blessed and cursed to have a closer connection to the Other than the average person.  
 
    'This most often comes through faith, the pure belief that shapes so much of the chaos of magic into something at least vaguely comprehensible to the human mind. Those powers are used sparingly and only when the more mundane manipulations fail to take root, but they are an option to us.' 
 
    Viktor felt his breath coming quickly, and the instinctual urge to box Stendeval's face in was overwhelming. 
 
    'What about the pixies the Guild of Dust grinds down to make smokestone and shatterstone and salvestone? What about the mountain goblin clans in the province that'll take your eyes out if you stray into the wilds? 
 
    'What about the fucking hobgoblin I have doing my accounting? I remember all of those easily enough.' 
 
    'Mundane. Easily explained. The pixies have power over some very mild and predictable magical abilities. The pixiedust may as well be an herb for how easy it is to predict what it'll do so long as you mix the chemicals properly. 
 
    'The mountain goblins are little more than very, very clever animals or very, very stupid children as far as people like me are concerned and while their smarter, more civilised kin tend to be just a little bit luckier than the rest of us, it's nothing that poses a great threat to anyone that isn't trying to play cards with them...' Stendeval scoffed, uncaring for the fist Viktor was raising threateningly over his head. 
 
    'These things are mundane. They fall into patterns that don't run the risk of upsetting the paradigm, and knowledge of one or two benign varieties of magic is actually good to keep superstition strong in the general public. Having people believe that magic is pure nonsense is just as dangerous as allowing them to know details. Believe me, we've tried. The Church has in its history attempted to build more than one "city of progress and science" in an attempt to lend everything an easy scientific explanation and sever the streams of belief. How do you think Oxenstein and their famous innovation originally came to be?' 
 
    'What about ghosts? The haunt? The curseling? Witches? Werewolves? Fucking shamblebrasses.' 
 
    'Again, easy to understand, predictable. At least all of those things are, with the exception of things like whatever Stimlyf Erolo has become. 
 
    'The haunt is a problem, I grant, but only if left unattended and it's nothing a little cant of amnesia can't erase in the worst cases. It's one of the types of manifestations that broadly, and only broadly, fits within the boxes people don't consciously realise they sort the world into. "Ghosts are unhappy dead people, stay away from them." Simple, easy. 
 
    'Shamblebrasses are created with alchemy and as such are stable. They follow the rules. Werewolves may have originally been the result of some curse gone awry or some rogue exposure to magic, but as far as anyone is concerned, they are just very strong, angry dogs that used to be people. They don't rip holes in the fabric of the world just by thinking about it.' Stendeval gestured to his head.  
 
    'Curselings are a higher tier of problem that often will require a mind-wipe, but they too are limited in the things they can do and are nothing against what a fully realised witch will concoct, Viktor. Everything I've just spoken about will at least pay a mild respect to the paradigm and even Stimlyf still does currently, but I've been meditating in here and I can feel that's he's getting stronger.' 
 
    'Stronger through what?' Viktor challenged. 'Is he praying to something? Is he just puckering his anus really hard and forcing magic out of it? Is there some sort of science involved? Can he just do these things because he was born that way? Does he call things by their true name or whatever, or does he just clap his hands if he believes like in those stupid fucking fairy tales? How does any of this work?' 
 
    Stendeval seethed quietly, then ran a quieting hand over his mask, as if miming the action of putting a helmet over his head. 
 
    'That is my problem. That you are simply unable to leave well enough alone and cease asking questions that I have told you will get you killed or worse. This is why I am genuinely concerned I will have to take your head from you before the year is out, Viktor. Is the pleasant sensation of sating your curiosity really worth your immortal soul?' 
 
    'I've been asking uncomfortable questions since before I got here,' Viktor scoffed. 'Why haven't you already killed me, then?' 
 
    'Because I don't want to, you insipid little heretic!' Stendeval shouted suddenly, pushing Viktor over with enough surprising force to knock him to the floor. Stendeval loomed over him, jutting a finger at the executioner. 'Because, contrary to whatever little reservations you have about religion or the Stone Faith in particular or the world at large, we don't all enjoy what we have to do to keep the world safe.' 
 
    The executioner empathised dearly with that feeling, truly he did. That didn't stop his own temper from finally getting the better of him, though. 
 
    Viktor punched him in the crotch hard enough that he felt Stendeval's teeth rattle. The templar boxed him in the stomach with inhuman force and they soon found themselves amid a flurry of shouted curses, rolling around on the floor trying to end one another. 
 
    The fight would have continued on until they killed one another if an awkward cough hadn't broken the silence just as Viktor was about to stab Stendeval with a stray piece of broken wood. 
 
    Hillary stood on the threshold to the workshop, eyes wide and hands clutching a tray of tea and scones. Both men immediately froze, and her expression didn't change as her gaze roved over the destroyed workshop, no doubt wondering if it had been that way when the two men had got there or if Stendeval and Viktor had only just caused most of the destruction. 
 
    'I, erm, brought you some tea, sir. And some scones and the like. The physician said that this powder here would also help heal your wounds...' Hillary trailed off awkwardly. 
 
    Stendeval sighed the sigh of a man that had lost his patience. He stared at Viktor for a long moment, then rolled off of[DR57] him, removing his hands from where he'd been trying to strangle the life out of him. 
 
    'Hillary, out of curiosity, how much of our argument did you just happen to overhear?' Viktor sighed, resting his head back against the ground. 
 
    'Not much, sir. The hearing's not been what it used to be ever since I accidentally set some shatterstone off right near my one ear.' 
 
    'How the hell did you do that?' 
 
    'I was trying to light a fireplace, but I was impatient and thought I could use shatterstone as a firelighter. Stupid me for trying to save time. I heard something about clapping your hands if you believe, someone shouted the word "heretic," and then there was a lot of very religious screaming.' 
 
    Viktor gave Stendeval a look that even through his mask would never be mistaken for anything other than a threat to kill him thoroughly if Hillary had her memory messed with. 
 
    'Apologies, Hillary. The Father and I were having a...religious debate,' Viktor sighed. 'He maybe got a little passionate while trying to convert me to the Stone Faith and convince me to forgo my sinful ways and blah de blah. 
 
    'He says he needs me and my "faith" now that Captain Lauter is out of the city and the Baron is cracking down on everyone that isn't named "the Baron." He even resorted to bribery, if you can imagine that.' Viktor made a show of turning onto his side and inspecting his fingernails. 
 
    'That's not—!' Stendeval squawked indignantly, only to earn himself a quick elbow into the side of his helmet that had it rattling like a bell, then another sturdy tap to his balls when he reached his hands up to steady the ringing metal. 
 
    'Yup. Almost five hundred silvers to convert and cooperate and keep my mouth shut is what he offered me, as well as a generous proposal to have a polite little chat with my creditors about how the Stone God frowns upon loan sharks. Something about how "faith" has a way of making people practically forget they're even owed money in the first place,' Viktor hissed pointedly. 
 
    'Quite,' Stendeval groaned, turning to Hillary. 'Forgive me, madam. I...meant no bother.' 
 
    'That's fine, Father. I go to church every Sunday, so I know how passionate the faithful can be. Do you take your tea with sugar?' 
 
    'Two… lumps, please,' Stendeval sighed, defeated. 
 
    'Sir?' She turned to Viktor. 
 
    'Let's start the bidding at six lumps and work our way up from there.' 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hours later, once the urge to kill one another had subsided, Viktor produced Stimlyf's journal and handed it to Stendeval. 
 
    'Stimlyf kept a diary. Half the pages are ruined for some reason, but it seems to incriminate him and Olga pretty thoroughly, and it also admits to Rolt Soltkin's involvement. This is what I was going through down here when the clock went off. I wasn't just looking for eldritch tomes of ultimate power, Stendeval.' Viktor crossed his arms petulantly. 
 
    Stendeval took it, sitting down on a destroyed box with a sigh. 'Did you take any other books?' 
 
    Viktor considered lying but decided that this mess was complex enough as it was. 'I wish I could say I was hoping to get more insight into what Stimlyf and Olga were doing, but that'd be a lie. I just found my curiosity getting the better of me. Witchcraft seems so inherently disgusting, but also so fascinating. Like watching a carriage crash in slow motion. I couldn't look away. I piled some into a bag, but a zombie sexually harassed me, and I lost them in the bloody sewer while I was beating it into paste.' 
 
    'Good,' Stendeval said simply. 'Just to be safe, I will have some men keep an eye out for any books that seem to have been flushed down the toilets. You never know when one of them might be enchanted...' 
 
    Viktor sighed, stuffing one of Hillary's painfully delicious croissants into his mouth and cursing that his mood made it taste like ash. 'If what you say is true, answer two questions for me. Why have you given me so much detail now when you've been so tight-lipped previously, and why hasn't every watchman that clapped eyes on the curseling been mind-wiped?' 
 
    'Because I'm hoping that I've given just enough information to understand why you cannot keep asking these questions, firstly. And secondly, because the entire Upper Keep has heard about the curseling by now, and there are limits to the information control we can perform. Performing the cant of amnesia is good for erasing specific memories from one or two people, but it's not good for crowds. It takes only one person to see us do it for the secret to blow open, and if you perform it on too many people, the little inaccuracies in people's communal memories starts to cause ugly problems of consistency.' 
 
    'Hmph. And what happens now that we're heading towards another fucking War of Black Scales?' 
 
    'Subtlety goes out the window. It's simply impossible to undertake that kind of endeavour while the city itself is under siege by the Nordlings. Not to mention, Viktor, that the Hierarch is not unaware of your track record for sniffing out problems. He has no concern for the politics of this city, but it doesn't behove the Church to go out of our way to make it harder for mundane problems to be dealt with. Killing you or wiping your mind would only create more problems in the long term.' 
 
    'Whether the Baron sits on the throne, the merchants do, or some criminal from the Lowers is not our problem. But the city must not be taken by the occult the way Nordheim has been.' 
 
    'But you just said that's impossible, and Adelstrad Province seeps with magic. It's literally raining mutative water outside as we speak. What's the point of even trying to keep any of this covered up when it's so impossible.' 
 
    'Again, you misunderstand. It's not about keeping the knowledge completely locked down, it's about maintaining the balance. People must know only as much as they need in order to be afraid and fight these things in situations where the templars aren't on hand, but they can't know enough for them to become dangers to themselves. 
 
    'There are...levels of secrecy required. An encounter with a mountain goblin won't even garner our attention. An encounter with a demon in a remote village would likely require that we either perform a mass mind-wipe which is very difficult to get right, or simply erase the village itself.' 
 
    'By killing everyone that lives there? What's the point of this sort of bullshit if people just die anyway?' 
 
    'Better death than an eternity with your soul trapped inside a demon's stomach...' Stendeval said it simply, as if he were discussing the weather. 
 
    Viktor sighed, leaning back and stuffing another jam tart into his mouth. He tilted his head to the side, then he felt himself puzzling something else out in the quiet. 
 
    He had questioned it silently, but it was strange that Cuff would offer his services for free. He didn't really do anything for free. Even if he felt bad for causing Viktor trouble with that mess with Tol Erolo, he'd be more likely to buy Viktor a beer or something to that effect. Huck didn't like to mix work and personal matters if he could help it. 
 
    And then there was Mickey, who had put so much money on the table for a townhouse in the Middle that there had to be something going on there. Viktor found himself tapping his foot in agitation. 
 
    Cuff would have been the first one in here when the watchmen blew it open. Viktor did believe that he had called the watch out of concern, but that the accountant had been following him "because he forgot to ask Viktor to sign something" was patent bullshit. 
 
    Cuff never forgot anything related to paperwork, he was too sharp. He'd been spying on him, likely for Mickey's benefit, and it was likely the accountant had already reported back to her by now. 
 
    'I assume you'll trawl through the journal.' 
 
    'Indeed. Hopefully some useful information can be gained from it.' 
 
    Doubtful. Half the pages are fucked.' 
 
    'There are ways…to get around that.' 
 
    'Of course there are. Is this the part where you wave a hand and go searching through my skull in case I'm lying and did manage to grab some evil tomes and hide them away somewhere?' 
 
    'No, I believe you when you say they were all lost,' the templar said simply. 
 
    'Why?' 
 
    'Because you were the one to put the olive branch in my hand just now, and as deceptive as you are when you want to be, Viktor, I think you take your relationships with people very seriously.' 
 
    'Maybe.' 
 
    'Regardless, please don't fear that you will be punished for this...disagreement of ours. So long as you keep what you have learned quiet, there won't be any issues. We are not so draconian that we cannot see the sense in keeping certain select individuals in the know, especially men in the military and government. Captain Lauter might well have been told more by the Hierarch than either you or I know.' Stendeval shrugged. 'Templar though I may be, even I have limits to what I'm allowed to read in the archives.' 
 
    Oh, so there was an archive somewhere. Interesting... 
 
    'So that's it?' Viktor shrugged, feeling underwhelmed. 
 
    'Yes, for now. The Hierarch will not be pleased to hear of me being so lenient with you, but you are not the first man to give in to the understandable urge to read what was offered to him, whether directly or not. I won't reward your honesty with a burning.' 
 
    'Yeah...' 
 
    Stendeval eyed the door cautiously, then moved closer to him. 'There's something else. I had some men from the Guild of Steam in here earlier. They tell me the fire you started disturbed one of the mechanisms in this room. The stone being so old, the heat caused some damage to the clockwork.' 
 
    Stendeval pointed across the planks the templars had hastily put in place to get into the workshop. 'That stone door in the cellars that closed and shut you in here? It wasn't meant to.' 
 
    Viktor tilted his head at him. 'Elaborate.' 
 
    'Viktor, it was meant to open when the clock struck midnight, when the magics woven into the clock woke the undead in the boxes. What's more, we were able to glean some basic understanding of the orders the corpses were to follow once they awoke. Written in parchment inside the clock in Nordling Farspeech.' 
 
    'Translating to?' 
 
    '"Kill the executioner." Stimlyf Erolo somehow knew you would be down here tonight. That door was supposed to open while you slept and unleash the corpses to trap you in this manor. I do not gamble, but if I did, I would bet money that if your urge to explore hadn't caused you to trip the trap prematurely and break the mechanisms as you did, you would very likely have been killed in your sleep.' 
 
    Viktor's blood ran cold, and a thousand and eight ugly little possibilities ran through his head. 
 
    Only a handful of people had known he would even be sleeping here tonight, and of those, only one of them had specifically ordered him to take custody of the Erolo Manor. 
 
    The Baron. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine: The Far Below 
 
    'No! I didn't do anything, damn it! I didn't do anything!' the blonde woman screamed in terror as Viktor dragged her closer to the edge of the High Perch by her hair. 
 
    She put up a lot of struggle. An admirable amount, really, and it tore him apart to bully a mere pickpocket like this. It was an art form more than anything else, and she'd been caught stealing in the Lowers. If she was stealing from the Brownies, the chances were good she was only after enough coin to buy bread. 
 
    Gauss was seated at the head of the feasting table on the balcony. In Nikolas's seat. She caught Viktor looking and smirked, raising a mock toast at him just to rub in his face that she had gotten her way. Viktor seethed, tilting his head down and averting his gaze. 
 
    Gauss was in an unstable mood right now. Perhaps the most dangerous time to take someone off their high horse was when they thought they had just gotten everything they'd wanted. The watchmen on either side of Gauss weren't in case any of the prisoners managed to get out of Viktor's grip, they were there in case Viktor decided to try to be a hero. 
 
    'Please, please, please,' the woman begged, tears streaming down her face and mixing in with the rainwater the horribly stormy day had produced. 
 
    He'd [DR58]read that her name was Juliet on her execution documents. 'I wasn't stealing, I swear! A feller dropped his pouch and I bent to give it back to him, but then someone yelled "thief" and I got dogpiled. Please, please let me go.' 
 
    Viktor was silent, not trusting himself enough to speak. He couldn't be seen offering sympathy to the condemned. Hauling Juliet the last few vile metres to the edge frayed at his sanity, and he'd long since run out of prayer. 
 
    Words left the woman as she stared over the edge at the abyss. The fog was heavy below, and you couldn't see the bottom from here, but everyone in the city knew what the High Perch was. Juliet babbled incoherently, rotating rapidly between terror and rage in the way that people that were about to die often did. 
 
    'Well? Don't stand on ceremony then,' Gauss called, and Viktor bit back a curse as she slammed her wine glass down, got up, and started the long trot towards him. 
 
    'This is what your job is. This is what you were kept alive to do, not snoop around the Lowers for nonsense about magic or get into boxing matches with werewolves in the Temple Quarter.' 
 
    Gauss leaned into him, hand on her sword. 'Just who the hell do you think you are, coming to my city and causing so much havoc after His Grace offered you mercy?' 
 
    Viktor said nothing, instead watching the ugly little lines the rain traced down Gauss's ugly little face. 
 
    He looked over his shoulder. Captain Nort was sat with one leg over his knee, appearing deceptively calm for a man that was very clearly working his fingers around the knife in his boot. Viktor and Nort never spoke very much, but he got the impression that Nikolas regarded him well enough, despite his blatant eccentricity and the fact that he was one of Rolt's men. 
 
    Trusted enough to be a professional and do his job, at any length. That Nort held a perhaps uncomfortable amount of loyalty to Soltkin—an unfortunate side effect of the woman's vicious brand of charisma—made it hard to tell which way Nort would go if Viktor and Gauss came to blows. 
 
    He had his hand on his knife, but Viktor got the impression that even Nort himself didn't know who he would stab if things broke out into a fight. 
 
    Lightning flashed overhead, and Viktor almost cursed upon seeing that it was tinged with green. The entire city had been drinking holy water for weeks to keep mutation at bay, but having a whirling vortex of screaming magic above your head never did anyone's nerves any good. 
 
    'You were a lonely child, weren't you, Gauss?' 
 
    'What?' she asked, her teeth clacking shut. 
 
    Viktor didn't look her in the eyes, instead allowing his gaze to rove over where Lukas, Rosh, Maxwell and Heun were all skulking in the far end of the courtyard, along with two dozen watchmen loyal to Gauss. Other than the ones forming an impromptu wall of bodies to corral the prisoners that were slowly streaming into the plaza, there wasn't a balcony that didn't have a man with a crossbow on it. 
 
    'Your childhood,' Viktor said again. 'You were lonely. Druke Fairfax's only daughter, raised as his son, for all intents and purposes. Mother died in childbirth, father the only living family you had. They say he's a hard man, Lord Fairfax. Hard, but fair. I imagine you were very close to him growing up. I imagine you spent more time in the Red Court than you did at home. Was that your attempt to be closer to your father, seeing as he was never home?' 
 
    Gauss shook silently, breath coming in silent but rapid bouts. She was an angry drunk, and her temper was nearly frayed. Viktor scoffed condescendingly. 
 
    'I suppose you were a failure to him, then? Bandits of the Riling River, was it? They're not a tidy outfit. Not tidy at all. Patrol gone wrong, the rumour tells. Just a standard little run, clearing a goblin nest out of the Blackwood. And then things go sideways, as they always do, and little Gauss Fairfax takes a highwayman's spear to the face. And then three more. There went your marriage prospects, I suppose.' 
 
    Gauss slowly began to take her sword out of its sheath. 
 
    'But that wasn't the part that hurt, was it, Gauss? No, the real pain was so much more primal. You hated being a girl that would one day grow up into a woman, not being the son that could bear your father's surname. Now, it'll go extinct, all because your weakling mother didn't have the character to survive childbirth and because your pussy father couldn't just remarry like a normal person. That's probably your fault as well, I think.' 
 
    Viktor chuckled. 
 
    'Now[DR59] Lord Fairfax has to suffer the dual pain of knowing that not only did you fail him the moment you were fucking born, that you failed to be a man, but that[DR60] even as an adult woman, you have created an entirely new set of failures for him to despise you for. You and I both know the weapons that gave you those scars did not hurt nearly as much as looking that old cunt in the face when he had to come into that cave after you to rescue your worthless hide.' 
 
    Gauss's sword left its sheath. Viktor chuckled and gestured widely with the arm that wasn't still clutching Juliet's trembling form. 'Do it. Kill me now. I suspect the Baron has given you strict orders not to, despite how much you'd like me to think otherwise.' 
 
    Gauss's sword sliced across Viktor's chest, making a shallow cut that, after a single moment's delay, bled crimson onto the stone bricks. She trembled with fury as she held the blade up to make another cut. 
 
    'My orders'—Gauss licked her lips like a furious animal—'are to ensure that you do as you have been charged to do, no matter what I need to say or do to make you compliant.' 
 
    Viktor was silent for a moment, idly taking note of the fact that the pain from Gauss's attack only came into being four or five seconds after she drew blood. Adrenaline was funny like that. 
 
    Nort was on his feet now, very visibly ready to start shanking people, and Lukas seemed like he was about to order a charge. Viktor held a hand up over Gauss's shoulder to dissuade any stupid plans, masking the motion as him putting an unfriendly palm on her shoulder, tilting his head closer to her ear. 
 
    'All you had to do was ask, Gauss,' he whispered. 
 
    Then he screamed, hurling Juliet off the balcony and silently howling in the pit of his soul. Juliet's terrified wails echoed across the entire balcony as she sailed down into the depths below, swallowed up by the fog and slowly going silent, the fall being so steep that it was impossible to hear the sudden stop of someone's shout as they hit the ground below. 
 
    Instead, they just slowly wailed into nothingness. Gauss smiled in that way an insane person did when they got power and the chance to exercise it. 
 
    'One traitor to the Red Court dealt with, Viktor.' Gauss sniffed furiously and wiped some rainwater off her face, then turned a red-gauntleted hand aside and pointed at the line of condemned making their way towards them. 
 
    'Sixty-six to go.' 
 
    * * * 
 
    By the time the last screaming man soared over the chasm, Viktor was shaking, and his nerves had been frayed to thin strips of twine. 
 
    Gauss dumped a purse of silvers at his feet. Blood money spilled out, along with a written receipt acknowledging his right to inherit all of the property of the deceased if he chose to take on their estates. 
 
    She must have seen the way he was shaking because she smirked, putting a hand on her hip. 'It's a poor excuse for an executioner that balks at his duty quite so much, Viktor.' 
 
    Slowly, he bent low and gathered the coin and the documents into his hands, then stood to his full height and regarded Gauss with the cold indifference one would reserve for an ant looking up at a descending boot. 
 
    'It's a poor excuse for a captain that revels in the executions she orders. Sadistic bitch like you, you could have least been honest enough to do this yourself, to look those poor fools in the eye while you hurled them to the deaths. You will never be Nikolas's equal, Gauss, and when the time comes for you to make a mistake and have your own death warrant signed, I will enjoy killing you.' 
 
    She smirked. 'Careful, little man. That sounds painfully like treason.' 
 
    'Not if the Baron is the one to pen the paper, it isn't.' 
 
    He shouldered past her, none too gently, taking his coin and making straight for the nearest dark corner he could find. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A few hours later, a knock came at the door to Ordo's office. She looked up from the paperwork she had silently been working her way through, giving Viktor a questioning look from where he was still furiously writing on the pages that he would later transcribe in the Book of Three. It was a lot of effort to write everything down twice, but he didn't think he could stomach staring at that disgusting black tome of death right now. 
 
    'I'll tell whoever it is to fuck off,' Ordo said gently, rising to her feet. 
 
    Viktor nodded mutely, still vibrating with anger even hours later and not trusting himself to speak. Ordo hadn't even questioned him when he'd silently stormed into her office and deposited himself in one of her chairs, so it really wouldn't do to repay her patience by snapping at her. 
 
    She knew all too well that he couldn't handle being in the dungeon right now and that it would probably be inadvisable for Viktor to be roaming the streets. In his current state, he was genuinely at risk of killing someone if they so much as looked at him funny. 
 
    Ordo teased the door slightly ajar. 'Now's not a good time.' 
 
    There was a brief cackle and an accompanying burst of static-laden words spoken in Oxensteinian that told him Nort was the one at the threshold to the office. Ordo testily said something back in her home tongue and made to shut the door, but Nort stuck a brass hand through the threshold and then hastily whispered something at her. 
 
    Fuck's sake. 
 
    'Ordo, it's fine. You can let him in.' 
 
    She gave Viktor a wary look, evidently trying to discern if he was going to break Nort's face, then she relented and opened the door for the Middle Captain. 
 
    'I'm sorry, Frau Doctor. It's...more urgent than I would like...' Nort coughed awkwardly into a fist as Ordo closed the door behind him. 
 
    'You're lucky that I'm a sentimental fool, Nort, and that it's been so long since someone spoke to me in Oxensteinian. Barge into my office like this again and see what my foul mood looks like.' 
 
    Amda said something else in Oxensteinian that had Nort fidgeting as she roved back to her desk. 
 
    Nort turned his head to the side and coughed a little, saying nothing as Ordo got back to the forms she'd been filling out. It didn't escape Viktor's notice that she was keeping half of her attention on Nort, as if making sure she was ready to throw him out if he set Viktor off. 
 
    'Middle Captain Nort…,' Viktor sighed. 'Please tell me there's a painfully pressing need for you to be conversing with me right now. I don't want to be rude, but I'm not exactly in a great mood.' 
 
    He peered at Viktor awkwardly, no doubt trying to gauge if it was safe to come closer. Nort twitched a little more, then swore under his breath as he came closer, leaning his hands on the end table Viktor was uncomfortably trying to use as a writing desk. 
 
    Nort's gears whirred a little, and some steam escaped his helmet before he spoke. 
 
    'I know, and I apologise for the intrusion. Circumstances being as they are, I'd prefer to let you have time to… process, but I just got word from the templars. They've taken over a lot of the policing of the Lowers. Something about the Baron sending them in to keep order. Things down there have gotten a little insane, even by Adelstradian standards. Riots, lots of riots.' 
 
    Just as End had said. 'Why are you telling me this?' 
 
    'Because I've been issued a lot of new orders, some of which involve giving you new orders. The templars are slowly getting the situation in the Lowers under control, but it's volatile and a single spark could set that whole part of the city into anarchy. Nobody knows who started it or why, but the Brownies and the Blackclads are in a furore.' 
 
    Viktor knew. The Lowers were always a complex place to talk about, but with knowledge of Milletra being involved in a plot against the Baron spreading as it had, combined with the supply shortages the refugee crisis was causing, Viktor wasn't surprised that the situation had turned volatile. 
 
    When people were confused, scared, hungry, and confined to a section of the city that was increasingly filling up with more and more people in even worse situations than themselves, it got ugly fast. 
 
    'And here we get to the part I don't like...' 
 
    'Unfortunately so. I've been ordered to mobilise a lot of my men around the Middle. There have been some isolated groups of people very unhappy with the shutdown of the Guild of Merchants, and I've been hearing rumours of documents being destroyed at their guild hall.' 
 
    'To what end?" Viktor asked, feeling like he already knew the answer even as Nort shrugged. 
 
    'It could merely be petty cover-ups of financial crimes and the white lies on people's tax documents, an attempt to make life difficult for the Baron if his man wins the election for Guild Head. A lot of the younger affiliates will just be reacting in anger and smashing things without giving it much thought. 
 
    'But the problem is that we're still trying to uncover the extent of what exactly went on during DeWinter's stint as head. For all that he's likely to have his own head cut off for either tomorrow or the day after, the courtiers the Baron has had investigating the Guild have been stonewalled at every turn. Now that elections are being held tomorrow, it seems that these are likely acts of desperation.' 
 
    'Get to the part where you tell me what you need me for,' Viktor said grumpily. 
 
    'The Baron wants you on your way to the Guild of Dust's workshops outside the city as soon as the sun rises tomorrow, but before that, I'd be appreciative if you could accompany me to the guild hall. Having you around would likely...calm some tempers.' 
 
    'You mean make people too terrified of me for them to consider causing shit.' 
 
    'Basically, ja.' 
 
    Viktor thought about telling Nort to go fuck himself, truly he did, but that wouldn't be the best plan right now. Instead, he made a conscious effort to calm himself down, leaning back in the chair and regarding the man. 
 
    Something had clearly rattled Nort. Even for a man that had no face for all Viktor knew, his body language was agitated, and it was out of character for him to try to barge into Ordo's office, even in a situation like this. Viktor wracked his head for what might have been the cause. 
 
    'Right now?' he hedged. 'We need to go right now?' 
 
    'Preferably, yes. The situation in the guild hall is stable for now, but from what I've been told, it's one of those instances where things could go a little pear-shaped at the drop of a hat.' 
 
    'You've heard from Nikolas, haven't you?' 
 
    Nort confirmed Viktor's suspicion by freezing for a split second. 'Nein, nothing like that—' 
 
    'Don't lie to me, Nort.' 
 
    The Middle Captain hesitated, then cursed in Oxensteinian under his breath. 'I see the occasional letter. Captain—well, it's General again for now—Lauter tells me that the Harbour District is secure, but that it won't hold for long. Longships are massing outside it, and he suspects that trying to contest the Nordlings' landing won't go well, so he's considering a withdraw. The city is haemorrhaging men from the Watch and any groups of sellswords the Baron can pay to head to the front lines, and the rumour goes that His Grace has killed three courtiers in the last few days for aggravating him in some way or another.' 
 
    'This city is an impregnable fortress,' Ordo sighed. 'Why are we even trying to fight the Nordlings in the harbour instead of falling back into the bastion and letting them starve themselves trying to lay siege to us?' 
 
    'Nobody knows. A lot of the more militant noble houses are heading off with their retinues, and I've heard no shortage of complaints that it's not a strategically sound move. One answer that keeps coming up is that the refugee crisis is worse than was expected and the Baron is concerned he won't actually be able to feed the city if we're blockaded and cut off from supplies sent by the capital.' 
 
    'Do you believe that?' 
 
    'Nein, not even remotely, given that we have smokeships that the Nordlings have never been able to reliably bring down, but when I asked Gauss, she threatened to have me strung up for asking treasonous questions.' 
 
    'Name some of the noble houses sent off to fight. How did the Baron decide who was leaving?' 
 
    'He flipped a coin, for all I know. Houses De Silv, Moi Tarra, Redlust and Bloombringer have put forward significant troop contributions and sent off several of their members to oversee combat wings.' 
 
    Viktor recognised a few of the names. They were some of the saner noble houses that Nikolas had spoken of a few times as being a little more politically moderate. Less bloodthirsty, less outraged at the prospect of sharing the city with the merchants. 
 
    A kernel of an idea came to Viktor, and for a moment, he shivered under his black hood. It was too terrible to contemplate, but the more seconds he did spend contemplating it, the more disgusting, inhuman sense it made. 
 
    'Fine. Ordo, can you keep things from exploding while I'm gone?' 
 
    'Insofar as a keep physician has any power to?' Ordo shrugged a little nervously, looking to the side. 
 
    Viktor imagined that was a lot more than Ordo thought. Hers were hands that had stitched a thousand men back together, and the watchmen noticed the kind of effort she put into them. Now that Nikolas was off fighting in the same sort of damned war the poor man seemed cursed to never escape, she would likely be the person the disgruntled men were most inclined to listen to. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten: The Moneybags 
 
    Seeing as Tiny was evidently useless at managing an armoury and had given him a dogshit mace that had almost gotten him killed by breaking when he needed it, Viktor followed Nort down the busy streets of the Middle with a halberd he'd asked Rosh to grab for him, the older watchman assuring him this one was sturdy. 
 
    Behind the Middle Captain, Lukas's squad followed along with several detachments from the Upper Keep, with Heun tagging along as well. Viktor recognised the two watchmen that had pulled him into the cathedral, offering Kettles and Locke a small nod when they clapped eyes on him. They returned the nod, Locke a little more quickly than Kettles, who was still distractedly running the fingers of his left hand along the two thunderbolts on his helmet that marked his rank. 
 
    He had begun engaging in that particular nervous tic when they'd initially formed up, and by now his emblem was polished to a sheen just by the constant motions and the natural grease of his sweaty palm. 
 
    Their little mixed procession of Upper and Middle watchmen marched through streets that very clearly had been the site of riots not long ago. Shops had been looted and burnt out, windows had been broken, debris littered the roads and there were still small fires spread over the cobblestones where disgusted Adelstradians had set fire to carts. 
 
    Viktor tended to have a very low view of rioters, mostly because when the mob mentality set in, people had a bad habit of becoming way too accepting of collateral damage. A rational person would normally agree that running around looting shops because you're angry at the Baron is a no-no, but those same people would descend into animalism if you just pressed them in the right spots. 
 
    The streets were still filled with groups of angry people milling about, not actively fighting or looting but looking like they wished they were.  
 
    The watchmen in the street bore the Middle Keep's dual lightning bolts and easily outnumbered the Middlemen two to one, but they seemed content to let the people stew silently and only break groups up if they got too rowdy. 
 
    'How many dead?' Viktor asked. 
 
    'Today? Nine. Half a hundred more with serious injuries. The Brownies and the Blackclads are taking the worst strain, seeing as the Lowers is filling up quickly with refugees from destroyed and evacuated villages, but the Middle is starting to feel it as well. This ploy of DeWinter's couldn't come at a worse time. This place has turned into a powder keg.' 
 
    'You're positive my presence won't just incite people even more? I've just come from the worst mass execution this city's seen in a century. A lot of people in the guild hall will have lost family in that.' 
 
    'I don't think I care,' Nort blew some white steam out of a vent. 'Either you'll scare them into submission, or your presence will serve to make them a very stupid kind of angry. Either way, I'll know what I'm dealing with.' 
 
    Nort angrily fiddled with the white captain's cape he wore in leu of not being able to don the armour the others wore, thanks to his life support suit. The Oxensteinian muttered angrily about the city being better off if Captain Soltkin was around. Viktor chose that moment to peel off a little, rather than being forced to endure more exposure to Nort's fanaticism. 
 
    He was beginning to think the man was in love with her and was just hiding it better than most people would, but he couldn't be sure. Soltkin was probably far, far from the city by now, and if she was smart, she'd never come back. Stone God only knew Viktor wished he had that option right now. 
 
    Heun.' He hung back and matched step with the young man. 'I need you to do something for me,' he said quietly. 
 
    Heun gave no indication that he had heard, save for the briefest flick of his eyes towards Viktor. Smart boy, he was learning. 
 
    'The interim head of the Guild is an Osomanian man named Goward Rowe. Big giant bear of a motherfucker, wears a white mask over his upper face.' 
 
    'What is it with this city and half the people wearing masks all the time?' 
 
    'It's a lot harder to be caught out lying if people can't see your tells, and as you know by now, Adelstradians are as deceptive as they are militant. If the shit hits the horse and we have to start subduing people or worse, killing them, I need you to single him out and take him down non-lethally.' 
 
    'Why him specifically?' 
 
    'Much more honest and down-to-earth man than Hulkreug, from what I hear. Stabilising presence. He might even be able to keep some of these rioters from causing shit again. If there's anyone that can beat the Baron's candidate in the election, intimidation tactics be damned, it's him. I worry he might be...at risk.' 
 
    Heun caught his meaning and nodded his head silently. Viktor was glad for it. He didn't know if the Baron would trust Nort with a kill order on Rowe, but if he had, Nort was the kind of subtle man that would find a way to instigate a fight and make sure Rowe got "unfortunately" killed off in the chaos. That either Nort, Gauss, or the Baron himself wanted Viktor here specifically—Nort wasn't offering up whose idea it had been between the three of them—boded ill. Nort wasn't giving him the full picture, and he wasn't sure he had the time to finesse his way out of the shitshow every man in the formation could feel [DR61]was going to come from this. 
 
    'Vik. You feel like a wager?' Rosh asked, Viktor recognising his tone as that uber quiet that came from a man that was fully expecting to have to pike someone soon. 
 
    Viktor tried to ignore the sound of the watchmen's metal boots clanking on the ground in unison as they marched. Nort waved a hand around and several of the small groups of watchmen fell in, the formation neatening out as the sergeants put themselves at the heads of lines and the rank and file got into position behind them. 
 
    'What're you offering?' Viktor licked his lips as, in the distance, a tall building carved out of brilliantly white marble started to rise into view, painstakingly cut directly from the Adelstradian rock to resemble a small palace made out of seashells. Ahead of them, Viktor spotted a figure atop one of the towers that had been made to resemble an auger shell. It ducked behind a wall as soon as he noticed it, and Viktor immediately got the impression that lookout had been keeping an eye out specifically for watchmen. 
 
    'Bet you money they throw cheese at us.' 
 
    'That seems really specific.' Viktor tilted his head at him. 
 
    'Last few riots, the most common projectiles have been smokestone and liquor in bottles with flaming bits of cloth attached to the top or, if the rioters aren't looking to antagonise the Watch too much, they've been stealing that stinky fucking imported Theronlian cheese from some of the stores in the posh parts of the middle, loading it into small, homemade trebuchets and firing it at us. Maxwell took a whole wheel to the face and the medics had to inject 'is face with salvestone to reset his cheek bones.' 
 
    'Poor fucking Maxwell. That man has the worst luck.' 
 
    'Yeah, poor fucking me,' Maxwell muttered from where Viktor hadn't realised he was ahead of him in the formation, face still a little red and puffy now that Viktor looked at him. 
 
    'Legitimately felt worse than taking a stone to the shoulder like I did yesterday. Medic on duty wasn't even the kind and pretty kind like your lucky arse got, Viktor.' 
 
    'Ordo and I aren't courting, Maxwell.' 
 
    'I know, and I swear to Stone God, if you don't develop a spine and make a move soon, idiot, I'll do it myself just to spite you.' 
 
    'No offence, Maxwell, but I don't think you're Physician Ordo's type,' Lukas hummed, scratching at his red eyepatch. 
 
    'She's more into "tall, dark and not knowing if he's handsome,"' Heun chuckled. 
 
    'Fookin' just makes it worse,' Maxwell grumbled. 'I hate the world. I hate the Stone God for creating a world where I get hit with cheese and this dense motherfucking piss-clod behind me doesn't realise he has a beautiful woman wrapped around his pinkie finger.' 
 
    'Rage against the heavens later, Max,' Rosh sighed. 'So, what do you say, Vik? Can I put you in the pool for three silvers? I know your inheriting arsehole is good for it.' 
 
    Viktor thought about it for a moment. 'Fine, put me down. Three silvers, no cheese.' 
 
    'The man tempts fate.' Maxwell put an index finger up. 'He tempts fate very much.' 
 
    The rioting had visibly been worse in the areas closer to the guild hall itself, which became apparent on their approach. More overturned carts, more fires, more looted shops, and enough fighting that there were still a good few bloodstains scarring what had once been the pristine avenue approach to the hall. 
 
    The building itself came into view, and Viktor took a moment to appreciate that it was genuinely beautiful. Though the fact that the conch-shaped entrance hall was already lined with impromptu groups of angry Moneybags and Skillets was a bad sign. 
 
    'Last call to tighten your helmet straps, boys!' Locke called from ahead of them. 'Don't be that twat who loses his head armour because a rock hit you and you didn't check your fucking straps. I will not give you plebs an opportunity to stop in the middle of a fight and pick up a lost helmet.' 
 
    The formation responded by harshly beating their cudgels against their shields, three harsh impacts echoing around the streets. 
 
    'Oi! Er, Rosh, is it?' Kettles asked from ahead, shouting to be heard between the two watchmen in the line. 'What's the pool at?' 
 
    'Five men say cheese, four say no cheese.' 
 
    'Is the bet just for the presence of cheese, or only cheese and no fireball cocktails.' 
 
    'Just for the presence of cheese, it's not mutually exclusive.' 
 
    'Put me down. I say cheese.' 
 
    'It's absolutely gonna be cheese. If I were a rioter, I'd never throw a fireball cocktail and not throw cheese if I had it. It's just too tempting, you know,' Heun sighed. 
 
    'We're about to find out soon,' Locke called. 'They're angry up ahead.' 
 
    Viktor sighed and ducked his way out of the formation, hastily apologising to the man he almost tripped over in the process. 
 
    'Ah, Viktor's ducking out while he can. Wish the rest of us were that smart,' Lukas drawled. 
 
    'Just stay alive, idiot. I'll see if I can defuse this.' 
 
    'Fat chance, but I'll buy you a beer if you do.' 
 
    'You know I don't drink.' 
 
    'Therefore, even if you do survive[DR62], I'll actually be buying myself a beer when you decide not to drink it and leave it on the table.' 
 
    Viktor sighed and moved back to the front of the column. Nort had his hands held behind his back, his neck twisting a little bit from side to side as he examined the angry crowd. 
 
    'It's a large building. Only a few of them are outside. I suppose they're hoping for us to have to come in and siege our way in there.' 
 
    'Or maybe they're just having discussions inside like we'd expect them to be doing right now, and our presence is actively making them angry enough to open the front doors and scream at us.' 
 
    'The front doors were open when we got here, and they had a lookout,' Nort pointed out. 
 
    'A lookout's reasonable on a day like today when you don't know which angry mob is going to come from where or who they're angry at. Besides, who preps for a siege by leaving the doors open?' 
 
    'Someone looking for a fight and trying to bait us inside.' 
 
    'Nort, put your murder dick back in your trousers. There's no point adding oil to this fire.' 
 
    Nort gestured emphatically at the building, the clockwork in his helmet sparking for a few seconds. 'I can't just sit out here and wait for them to burn more documents. For all we know, all the papers are already burnt. We need to get in there. We'll use cudgels. No swords.' 
 
    'Damn it, Nort. A hit with a cudgel is still perfectly capable killing someone even if the man doing the hitting is trying his best not to hurt you more than he needs to, and your blokes won't be able to reasonably keep the force proportional if we break into a brawl at the steps of the guild hall. Goward Rowe's supposed to be a pacifist or some shit.' 
 
    'Your point? This doesn't seem calm, Viktor.' 
 
    'Not currently, but maybe we can talk them into calming down.' 
 
    Nort was silent for a moment, then he crossed his arms. 'What are you suggesting?' 
 
    'Nikolas wasn't in charge of the Watch in this city for long, but people were starting to like the way he did things. More time spent chasing corruption instead of poor people, more fines and fewer hands cut off. Send Heun in. Let him speak to them.' 
 
    'He's a child.' 
 
    'His entire life, he's been training under the expectation that he would lead men one day and I know for a fact some of his father's ability to calm people down rubbed off on him.' 
 
    Nort was silent. Viktor took that moment to press. 
 
    'He's blooded, Nort. Don't discount that. If Captain Soltkin were here, I think you and I both know that she'd have disparaging comments for this situation. Duels are fine, but I don't think she'd be pleased to find out you got stuck in with a bunch of angry, unarmed civilians.' 
 
    'Ja, I know, dickhead,' Nort shot back angrily. 'She'd tell me this debacle is beneath me and that there's no honour or glory in picking fights with people I can obviously beat up in my sleep. That's not ze point.' Nort's voice crackled with the electricity emanating from his clockwork and steam came out of his helmet. 
 
    'So what is the point? You knew Rolt better than I did, better than anyone. Not too long ago, I found some pretty convincing evidence that she was working with Stimlyf Erolo and Olga DeWinter. Those two may be disgusting inhuman, but I wonder if maybe Rolt didn't think there was some merit to siding with them instead of His Royal Shitshow. 'You really want to be the Baron's errand boy after Rolt pretty firmly seemed to put her weight behind the other team?' 
 
    Another moment of silence. 
 
    'You speak treason, Viktor, but I think you might speak it well.' Nort turned to him and marched a little closer. 'If Private Lauter agrees to your stupid attempt at avoiding a fight, I'll give him five minutes and not one second longer. And, make no mistake, you will go with him to use your body as a meat shield if anything were to go wrong. He's too young for me to have his dismembered corpse on my conscience if those animals charge while he's out of formation.' Nort stuck a finger into Viktor's chest. 
 
    'Do not presume to know Captain Soltkin's thoughts in my presence again. It will be your undoing.' 
 
    Viktor didn't have the emotional energy to argue, so he just nodded and pushed Nort's finger off his vest. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Three rows of merchant guardsmen—acting in pretty blatant contravention of the Baron's order for them to disband—stood before the formation as they approached the steps leading up to the guild hall. A rowdy mob of furious clerks and peeved account brokers swore and mobbed behind the armed guardsmen. 
 
    Heun gulped nervously as they got closer, Viktor walking ahead of him in case anyone decided to throw anything, or worse, in case someone had a crossbow pointed at them. 
 
    'Viktor, are you sure this is a good idea?' 
 
    'Fuck no,' Viktor cursed. 'But I have enough dead people on my conscience today.' 
 
    'So then you speak to them.' 
 
    'Just me being here is half the reason they're so sodded off. I need you to speak some of that nobleman's good shit, Heun. If we don't get them to calm down at least a little, this is going to turn into a bloodbath.' 
 
    Heun growled under his breath, pushing ahead of Viktor and having to hastily dodge a bottle thrown at his head. 
 
    'My name is Private Lauter!' Heun cupped his hands and shouted. 'Captain Lauter is my father. I've come to speak to you all and hear your concerns.' 
 
    That was a lie, him coming here to listen to people, but it was an intelligent and diplomatic one to pull right now. Viktor watched a few confused merchants turn to their fellows, as if unsure they had heard correctly. 
 
    'We don't want you here, boy!' a particularly broad-shouldered man with a slash scar across his face and a blue bandana over his forehead shouted, thumping a hand against the iron abs and pectorals that had been shaped into his armour. Viktor felt a headache coming on. He recognised that mercenary. 
 
    'The Guild of Mercenaries had our pay suspended because the Baron wants it for himself.' The man gestured disparagingly at the sword at Heun's side. 'You can take that pig-sticker of yours and fuck off!' 
 
    Ah. The much more legitimate counterpart of the Sellswords' Guild in the Lowers. They weren't all merchant guardsmen, but like so many of the guilds in this city, functioned as a sort of union for their members that did take contracts with the Merchant Guard. The order for disbanding must have included a freeze on their pay. No wonder they were pissed off. A city like Adelstrad, surrounded by monsters and barbarians as it was, had a constant thirst for freelancers willing to fight for coin. 
 
    Those men knew they were a lot more vital to the city than the Baron would admit, and if Viktor thought about it, they were probably responsible for a lot of the more organised cases of looting and arson that had been cropping up. 
 
    'Please, we're only here to calm the situation down! I'm willing to speak to Captain Nort and negotiate on your behal—' 
 
    'Fuck off, you little prick!' a woman in a fine set of fox furs yelled. 
 
    Viktor pushed in front of him and[DR63] the first stone bounced off his tunic. He stifled a curse as several of the merchants clamoured over one another and got ready to throw more. 
 
    'We should go, now, before they get angry enough to charge.' 
 
    Heun spat angrily on the ground and teased the pommel of his sword with a hand, but he made to turn and march off. 
 
    'The Baron is a tyrant, and his army is busy fighting savages on the coastline!' the scarred man shouted at their backs as stones landed around them, another scoring a painful hit on Viktor's shoulder. 'What's to say we shouldn't be the ones running this town? I don't see so many watchmen that I shit myself at the prospect of fighting you all.' 
 
    Viktor sighed, tilting his head to watch over his shoulder as the scarred man's recklessness visibly got the better of him. He grabbed an arming sword in a black sheath and hastily rushed down the steps. 
 
    'Viktor! Viktor!' he called angrily, pulling the sword out of its sheath, letting the sunlight shine over the obsidian-black blade. 'Don't you remember who I am? Turn around and face me!' 
 
    Viktor sighed, wiping a hand over his face as he stopped in his tracks. 
 
    'You know that man?' Heun asked. 
 
    'The scar's news, but I remember the pitch of his angry squawking, not to mention that distinctive little magical stabby he's carrying. Stay off to the side. Don't interfere.' Viktor kicked at the cobblestones at the realisation that he was probably going to have to kill someone today no matter how this went, then turned to face the scarred man. 
 
    'Hello, Mulkin. How's life?' Viktor gestured, putting his arms wide. 
 
    'Not fucking well,' Mulkin sneered, spitting and gesturing at Viktor with the sword. 'First some Dreimian ape takes my hand off and then my pay gets—!' 
 
    Viktor was already moving at the word "Dreimian," putting his halberd into both hands and aiming a mean slice at Mulkin's head. The man didn't duck as Viktor would have expected him to, and the executioner was surprised to find his weapon stopping in midair, hovering above the mercenary's face. 
 
    Mulkin smirked through his messy, dark brown locks, stiffly shoving up against the shaft of Viktor's weapon with the back of his gloved left hand. 
 
    The same hand Viktor could have sworn he cut off with a butcher's knife the last time he and Mulkin met. Bastard must have gotten a wooden prosthetic, hence why he wasn't screaming about broken bones right now. 
 
    'Surprised?' 
 
    'Not really, no. Prosthetics are cheap, Mulkin.' 
 
    'Some significantly less so than others...' 
 
    Mulkin shoved Viktor away and made for a slash with his black blade. Viktor bullied it away with the hammer side of his polearm, then kicked him in the stomach and pivoted on his foot, smashing the wooden end into the man's back. 
 
    'Still slow, Mulkin,' Viktor mocked, backing away towards the stairs. 
 
    He might have otherwise been worried about getting rushed from behind, but he'd taken notice of the fact that the crowd wasn't charging and that the merchant guardsmen weren’t trying to intervene. 
 
    Nort also seemed content to let this play out. Maybe he was hoping that Viktor pacifying Mulkin would show the crowds they meant business. 
 
    'That lost you your hand the first time, didn't it? Alongside your shitty attitude. You don't learn.' 
 
    'Incorrect. I do.' 
 
    Mulkin turned and, impossibly, flexed his left hand. The glove tore apart and Viktor only just barely—and mostly by luck—dodged the crossbow bolt that shot out of it. It sailed behind him and buried itself into the knee of an unfortunate merchant in the crowd behind them. 
 
    Viktor blinked under his hood, staring stupidly at the rotating silver clockwork that was attached to Mulkin's arm instead of a hand, hastily bolted into the stump in what looked to have been a painful procedure. He tilted his head, dumbfounded as a little mechanical limb moved of its own accord, pulling another bolt out of a pouch attached to his wrist and loading it back into the small crossbow as another limb pulled the bowstring back and cocked it. 
 
    'The fuck is that witchcraft?' 
 
    'It's fleischmetall, Viktor,' Nort called from the front of the formation. 'Oxensteinian invention, made of alchemically treated silver. I have some in my armour.' 
 
    'Cost me a pretty penny,' Mulkin sneered. 'But I suppose that's what you pay for quality. Those Oxensteinian engineers or smiths or whatever the fuck they call themselves—' 
 
    'Nein, it's engineers, you were right the first time,' Nort called. 
 
    'Fuck off. Point is, they don't fuck around.' 
 
    Viktor eyed the silver on the hand as Mulkin pointed upwards, aiming for his head. 
 
    'I think that I'm going to wind up taking that lovely shiny thing off of your body, Mulkin.' 
 
    'Try.' 
 
    Viktor shortened his grip on his halberd until he was holding it just under the weapon-head, then pulled a pixiedust bomb out of his pocket and sparked it against his thigh, screaming at the top of his lungs as he ran at Mulkin with it still held in his hand. 
 
    The mercenary wasn't expecting Viktor to behave so stupidly and panicked for a split second, the crossbow bolt releasing and striking true but embedding itself in the leather armour on Viktor's shoulder. Viktor swung at Mulkin's head, then broke into three more mad slashes before the mercenary could get a better sense of what he was doing, forcing him to choose between fighting off Viktor's weapon or trying to get away from the bomb. 
 
    'What are you doing, fucking idiot?' he howled. 
 
    Viktor answered by dropping the bomb and immediately running back the way he had come. It split the ground with an explosion a few seconds later. Mulkin was blown into the air a good five metres and landed painfully on his back. He was an old touch at violence, though, and was hauling himself to his feet after only a second. 
 
    Viktor was already running at him again by the time he did, shoulder-checking Mulkin before the agile man could bounce out of his way. Viktor took him into a run for another ten metres and roughly dogpiled him onto the stairs to the guild hall, satisfying himself with the mercenary's groan of pain and the sound of something in him cracking on the sharp edge of the steps. 
 
    Another crossbow bolt hit Viktor as he was raising his halberd for another blow, this one actually hitting him in the fucking stomach and causing him to bleed. 
 
    Fuck. He hated gut shots. Painful way to die. 
 
    Mulkin ducked his head aside at the last moment to avoid the blow of the halberd's hammer head that would have crushed his skull. Viktor grabbed Mulkin's right wrist with his left before he could stab at him, pushing the sword down onto the stone. 
 
    'Enchanted sword does you no good if you can't hit me, little man.' Viktor rained more blows down, but Mulkin kept either swerving[DR64] his head to the side or managing to luckily use the crossbow as an impromptu shield to stop the weapon. He tried a few times to turn it forwards and shoot Viktor in the neck, but the executioner wasn't giving him space to use it for anything other than protecting his own face. 
 
     Viktor pressed down on the mechanical limb, hating that Mulkin seemed to be a lot stronger in it than he was in his other hand. 
 
    'Then it's a good thing I can hit you.' Mulkin chuckled as he waved his wrist and dumped the loaded bolt out of the flight groove. Then the crossbow attached to his wrist split apart into two separate pieces, and a burning nozzle that dripped with black substance emerged from the space between them. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    The smokestone burner roared to life before the executioner could slap it to the side, catching Viktor on the arm and then on the chest. It was Viktor's turn to duck away, hissing as the flames licked at his armour and put the burn-proofing treatment on it to the test. 
 
    It could withstand normal fire, but smokestone flames were [DR65]unable to be put out even with water and some being potent enough to burn even underwater. 
 
    Mulkin's burner sputtered to death as soon as it had started, evidently not having much fuel capacity. It didn't make much difference to Viktor, on fire as he fucking was. He made to pull another bomb out, but Mulkin hit him in the arm with the flat of his sword before he could, and then the world exploded into pain and motion. 
 
    Mulkin's enchanted sword twisted gravity, sending the executioner flying a few feet back and then rolling across the ground like a stone skipped over a pond. 
 
    Viktor was fortunate, in that he mostly skidded on the part of his armour that had already been set aflame. A [DR66]good portion of the smokestone fuel was painfully scraped off along with several patches of his own skin where the few parts of him that weren't covered accidentally made contact with the ground. 
 
    Just like that, the fight was over. 
 
    Viktor didn't scream, he wouldn't give Mulkin the satisfaction, but a sound between a hiss and a groan escaped him. He[DR67] found himself too charred with stinging and burning to get up in time. 
 
    Immediately, Nort whistled, and the watchmen rushed forwards, closing ranks around Viktor as Lukas and Maxwell rushed over with some salvestone vials. 
 
    'Viktor, stay still. I need to treat these burns before the shit starts. How's your head? Can you tell me how many fingers I'm holding up? Count them.' 
 
    'Fuck off, Lukas. I count the number of times I slept with your mother...' 
 
    'He's fine,' Lukas said, turning to a worried-looking Maxwell. 
 
    'We, on the other hand,' Rosh sighed as he stared boredly at the mob of angry rioters that were suddenly emboldened, 'are quite fucked. Seems as though the sellsword wants his pound of flesh. The hell did you cut his hand off for, Vik?' 
 
    'He deserved it.' Viktor shivered as Lukas and Maxwell hastily worked salvestone into his wounds. 'He talked shit about Queen Carmilla. I should have taken his head.' 
 
    'Wait, the fuck? You're Dreimian?' Rosh spat. 'Motherfucker, I just lost three silvers!' 
 
    'Me too,' Maxwell sighed. 'Could have sworn he sounded like he was from Westrom.' 
 
    'You idiots started a betting pool over where the fuck I'm from?' Viktor hissed. 
 
    'Yes, as well as a separate one over what you look like under that hood and another one over what you did to get made the executioner,' Lukas admitted casually. 'I still think you're actually just three mountain goblins standing on top of one another under all that black cloth. As for the crime, you strike me as being of the sex offender variety, Viktor.' 
 
    'Fuck all of you. I hate you so much,' Viktor wheezed as they pulled him to his feet and Heun stuck his halberd back in his hands. 
 
    'If it's any consolation, I bet that you killed somebody in self-defence,' Heun shrugged. 
 
    'Acceptable. You are my new favourite.' 
 
    'Wait,' Heun blinked. 'Was I not always your favourite?' 
 
    'No,' Viktor answered bluntly. 
 
    'Shut up, all of you,' Nort said irately from the front. 'You, stupid-looking bandana man. Do not think you are the only one here with the metal in him. I could grind you between the pinkie and ring fingers on my non-dominant hand in my sleep. Put down that ugly sword and get on the ground with your hands behind your head, you smelly fucking pleb.' 
 
    Mulkin barked a harsh laugh and raised his crossbow again. 'I'd like to see you try, little man.' 
 
    Nort raised a fist and some crossbowmen immediately broke to the front of the formation. 
 
    'My mood has deteriorated since I got here,' Nort said direly. 'If I have to kill a group of peasants to get the job done, don't think I won't. It's till the count of three for you all to put your weapons down and surrender, or my men shoot and then come in there.' 
 
    'Do it,' Mulkin goaded. 
 
    'One.' 
 
    'You Oxensteinians are good smiths, but I don't remember hearing that you're particularly good soldiers.' 
 
    'Two,' Nort ground out. 
 
    'I suppose that's why you need to build golems to do your fighting for you, eh?' 
 
    'Thr—' 
 
    A pretty generous chunk of stone flew through the air before Nort could finish, shattering Mulkin's legs from behind. He fell over backwards into a screaming pile on the ground, bleeding from the places where the bones jutted out of his legs. 
 
    'Gentlemen,' a booming voice called from the top of the steps as the crowds parted way for a tall, olive-skinned man with a line of decorative silver studs pierced through the bridge of his nose. 
 
    Underneath his white head wrappings, his black hair was done back in an overly neat cut and tied at the back with a blue ribbon. He had an apprehensive look on the parts of his weathered face that weren't covered by the curious spectacles he wore—made completely of silver with three horizontal lines in front of each eye. 
 
    Goward Rowe scratched his hairy forearms awkwardly, tugging at the hem of his tastefully austere white robes. 'I need to begin by apologising for the reception you received. I asked Mulkin to watch the front doors in case anyone came near. The phrase, "Start a fight and cause an incident with the Watch" wasn't included in my request, I assure you.' 
 
    'Not to worry,' Nort said with immediate cheer. 'He clapped eyes on our friendly executioner and immediately seemed to become slightly murderous. Viktor has that effect on people, mostly because of his horrible personality.' 
 
    'Hate you all,' Viktor muttered. 'This is the last time I try to be the peacemaker.' 
 
    'Yeah, in all fairness, your heart was in the right place,' Rosh began. 
 
    'But you are a little bit terrible at it,' Heun finished for him. 
 
    'Soon...' Viktor muttered, crossing his arms over his chest. 'All of you...' 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven: The Silly Season Before the Elections 
 
    'As you can plainly see...' Goward coughed awkwardly as he led them through the spiralling corridors of the guild hall's records room, gesturing at the rows upon rows of books and scrolls. 
 
    The inside of the build was, predictably for something that might as well have been owned by Hulkreug DeWinter, white as a sheet. Goward was leading them through a claustrophobic arrangement of bookcases that seemed to have been genuinely designed at infuriatingly odd angles to give anyone that looked at them a headache and a severe case of dizziness. 
 
    This before Viktor found himself paying too much attention to the detailed friezes built into the ceiling of the room, feeling like he was at risk of falling upwards into the painfully intricate paintings. 
 
    'There's been no tampering with any documents for nefarious purposes or otherwise. I'm not sure where you got the idea that we were doing anything of the sort, but I assure you that it's been...mostly business as usual.' 
 
    As Goward did a painfully poor job of downplaying the internal strife the Guild of Merchants was currently undergoing, Viktor noticed how a lot of the finely-dressed guildsmen glaring down at them over the brass railings of the upper tiers seemed to bristle at Goward's words, as if outraged that some very significant arguments were being played off as mere polite discussion. 
 
    Interesting. So the Guild was a lot readier for a nice old bout of the fucking fisticuffs than Viktor would have first assumed. Viktor watched one pale figure with a mop of black hair seethe furiously at him from the third floor, and it took him a good few moments to recognise Thron Highdark of all people, freshly sporting an tastelessly ornate silver patch over the one eye Viktor had carved out. 
 
    Oh, lovely. This had just become a lot more interesting. And here he was beginning to worry that he would run out of people to kill that actually deserved it. 
 
    No doubt Viktor would have to hunt down Mulkin and kill him properly before the sellsword could do the same to him, but cleaning up the loose end that was Thron Highdark while he was here would probably be for the best. 
 
    He hadn't had anything other than circumstantial evidence to prove it at the time, Ludas Highdark being the more concretely suspicious figure between the two of them, but Thron had certainly seemed to have a pressing familiarity with Hulkreug DeWinter. Viktor had found nothing to dissuade him from thinking that he wasn't as close with the Erolos as the rest of his family. The opposite in fact. 
 
    This before he found himself suspecting that the painfully unnatural scar on Thron's neck may have been less a botched surgery and more something a little more intentional in its gruesomeness. Like a ritual performed at the tip of a witch's sacrificial knife... 
 
    Now that Viktor had seen some examples of actual witchcraft, it certainly fit the pattern of the horror Stimlyf had wrought. 
 
    'That being the case…,' Heun said, bringing Viktor back out of his thoughts as Thron sneered and disappeared down a shadowy corner. 
 
    'I'm sure you wouldn't mind if we had some Upper Keep bookmen come down here and double check that nothing on your books looks suspicious,' Heun said with a downward turn of his brow. 
 
    Nort turned and gave him a pointed stare for speaking out of turn but didn't make a meal out of it. 'Private Lauter makes my point for me. Your assurance is welcome and appreciated, Mister Rowe, but I still have a job to do.' 
 
    'Of course. I'll have all of those documents made available to you. And let me apologise again for Mulkin's actions. He's served the Guild for years as one of the most decorated captains of the Merchant Guard. He took a lot of pride in his work, and I suspect he laments the loss of the Guard more than he's willing to admit, and not just for the reason of him now needing to look for alternative employment.' 
 
    Viktor thought that Goward was being a bit too generous there. Mulkin was a sellsword through and through. Viktor knew the only reason the man went out of his way to cultivate a reputation as a consummate professional was because mercenaries in Adelstrad that became known as the turncoat type either got stabbed or lost their contracts very quickly. No one had the time to hire untrustworthy iron. 
 
    'I understand that the executioner may have also caused him some...issues in the past.' Nort gave Viktor a pointed look through his faceplate that Viktor replied to with a middle finger. 'Perhaps it would be best if Viktor return to the Upper Keep.' 
 
    Viktor added his other hand to the rude display. 'I think I made it clear to you that my presence in the Middle is rarely a soothing one, Nort.' 
 
    'Yes, and perhaps it was my mistake to think that for once there could be a limit to how much shit you cause every time you open your mouth or otherwise do anything, Viktor,' Nort shot back, waving him away. 'Thank you for accompanying myself and my men here, but—' 
 
    Hmm, Nort himself was also terrible at playing the peacemaker, but his clumsy attempts to get Viktor to fuck off [DR68]made it clear that it probably wasn't him that had wanted Viktor's presence here. 
 
    That left Gauss or the Baron. Progress. 
 
    'I'm afraid that it's not an option for me to leave. I have my own investigation I need to perform.' 
 
    'I'm sure it can—' 
 
    'One the Baron himself ordered me to undertake, Captain Nort.' 
 
    Nort visibly battled with a violent urge, [DR69]no doubt weighing up the consequences of going back to whoever had ordered Viktor's presence here and telling them that he had decided to let Viktor wander off. 
 
    'Fine. But, Viktor, please don't kill anyone or burn anything down.' 
 
    'No promises.' 
 
    * * * 
 
    'Today is turning out to be such an incredible pain,' Heun commented, drawing his helmet down lower over his eyes. He and Lukas's squad followed Viktor down one of the many halls, the sound of their metallic footfalls on the floor giving off the impression that they were collectively a lot scarier than they actually were. 
 
    Except for Viktor, of course. Viktor was much scarier than he actually was, and you could quote him on that. 
 
    As correct as Heun was about the day's placement on the shit scale, Viktor could at least derive catharsis from the fact that the merchants had lost their bravado the moment Mulkin had gotten mulched, and he now duly fell away from them as they walked the corridors like the good little tin soldiers they were. 
 
    'Have you been keeping in touch with your father?' 
 
    'I write and send letters thrice daily, making sure to send two copies of each letter in case the first is intercepted.' 
 
    'They encoded?' 
 
    'With the family cipher, yes.' 
 
    Viktor nodded, putting his hands behind his back in a manner that he was sure looked menacing and respectable, seeing as he had the unenviable honour of being the poor sod in charge of babysitting Lukas's men for the day. Though, he was sure Nort had been thinking it would be the other way around when he'd discretely told Sergeant Bannervint to follow him during a moment when he thought Viktor wasn't listening. 
 
    Joke was on Nort. Viktor was always listening. 
 
    'Why do you ask?' Heun tilted his head at him. 
 
    'Curious. Humour me.' Viktor led them down a little detour corridor, unknowing what would be at the end of it. 
 
    Heun sighed. 'Father doesn't like it when I go blabbing about sensitive information. It's everything you'd expect in a prelude to a war. Lots of raiding of the outlying villages as the Nordlings sack them for supplies and captives. Most of the villages in the north of the province have either been evacuated or are near to it.' 
 
    'Meaning that the city's going to have a nasty refugee crisis soon enough...' Viktor sighed, taking a turn up a flight of stairs, trailing his hand along the banister that had been lined with seashells. 
 
    Tacky. 
 
    'Executioner, where exactly are we following you to?' Lukas asked from behind Heun. 
 
    'I'll tell you when I know myself. Heun, have we got numbers on how many longships are massing on the ocean?' 
 
    'Close to a hundred spotted gathering near the harbour. All the scouts and the smaller warbands have already made landfall uncontested along the shoreline, which isn't surprising seeing as it's impossible for us to guard an entire province's shoreline even with the forts we do have built along the coast.' 
 
    'Then how did they slip past those castles?' 
 
    'They always do, historically,' Rosh answered for him. 'A normal army wouldn't dare leave a fort untaken behind their supply lines. Too much risk the defenders sally out and attack them from the back. The Nordlings, on the other hand, don't have any problem at all with eating captured combatants and civilians. Sometimes you'll read accounts of them even cannibalising their own. This combined with the fact that their armies are filled with witches makes their supply lines a little more...flexible.' 
 
    'Every War of Black Scales to date has been about the city itself in some way or another,' Lukas added. 'The Nordlings have never actually taken the damn walls, and over the centuries they've sort of stopped trying. So they content themselves with their yearly raiding the supermajority of the time. They attack us, Westrom, Oxenstein, Runskia... Any country that's even remotely close to the Northern Ocean. Even heard stories they sometime go as far east as Xaxia.' 
 
    'So why make a move in such numbers now?' Viktor asked the pressing question as they ascended to the third floor, where he had seen Thron skulking about. 
 
    'One of their shamans has either cooked up an unattractive little prophecy,' Lukas answered. 
 
    'Or, they think they can take the city now while it's in the middle of a power crisis and the Baron is focused on internal affairs.' Maxwell blew some air out his mouth, biting his lip. 
 
    'Zero chance of it being the latter,' Viktor answered quickly. 'You have any idea how many months it takes to muster a fleet that size? Half a year, if I were to be conservative. Gathering men, supplies, engaging in the politics of getting all those fucking warchiefs together. They were planning to be here long before the news broke about the witch and the werewolf.' 
 
    Viktor growled to himself, finding a sea of skittish faces as a good dozen of the nearest merchants here on business all quickly decided they wanted to be away from the group of watchmen that had just barged up here. Viktor wasn't having it, zeroing in on the corridor Thron had skulked down. 
 
    'Rosh, Maxwell. I need the two of you to head down to the records room and pull something.' 
 
    'He says after just making us walk five minutes away from the records room,' Rosh snarked. 
 
    'You need the exercise, fat man,' Viktor said breezily. 'I need you to pull every transaction the Guild of Dust has authorised through the Guild of Merchants. Shouldn't be difficult, seeing as we're here with a warrant to investigate anyway.' 
 
    'Is this for the inquiry into the smuggled pixiedust?' Maxwell cocked his head at him. 'You don't think any smuggling would show up on the actual documents, do you?' 
 
    'No, but I'm fortunate that I know some accountants that would be able to spot any inconsistencies if I put a complete record in front of them and gave them something to compare it to.' 
 
    'Fair enough,' Maxwell sighed, turning to Rosh as he walked away. 'Come along, fatboy, there is investigating to be done.' 
 
    Rosh gave Maxwell a dark look at being called fatboy, offering his stomach a self-conscious glance. 'I'm only fat because your mother makes a sandwich for me every time I plough her, boy.' 
 
    Lukas hid a snort of laughter in his fist as the two wandered back down the flight of stairs. 'Right. I can see we're taking this soseriously. What about me?' 
 
    'I need you to go pull all the records of the transactions of the Highdark family. If Thron is skulking around here, it's probably not good, so we may as well use the excuse for an opportunity to pry into his business.' 
 
    'Shouldn't you be heading to the Grimmel for this sort of thing? I think you'd probably have more luck there anyway.' 
 
    'Maybe, but nobody gave us blanket access to the Grimmel's records so that we can make sure they haven't been tampered with, now did they? Besides, a supermajority of the business the Fancyboys and the Moneybags do in Adelstrad is at least tangentially related to the Guild of Merchants, so a lot of the coin will pass through here. Worst case scenario, I can ask the Baron for clearance to do the same thing to people's private accounts in the Grimmel.' 
 
    Lukas nodded, plodding away and offering a final snicker in Rosh's direction. He made sure to steal an apple out of the hand of a random merchant as he left, biting into it with the cocky self-assurance of a man that knew he was still unfairly handsome despite missing a fucking eye. 
 
    'Are you expecting a fight?' Heun tilted an eyebrow at Viktor. 
 
    'Probably, seeing as one of the men in this building lost a hand to me and the other lost his depth perception. They both deserved it, but we aren't fortunate enough to live in a world where people can recognise when they were the ones to cock up.' 
 
    No doubt Mulkin was already being splashed with salvestone, and Viktor knew from experience that he wasn't the type to take a hint at the first beating. Viktor wasn't shy to admit that Mulkin was a dangerous man to fight even without the magic blade and the bullshit crossbow arm, so it might have been prudent to exit before the bastard inevitably started stalking the halls, screaming for revenge. 
 
    He could always track him down at a later point and hit him across the back of the head with a rock. Now that he thought about it, Mulkin's sword would be just the thing to even the odds in case Olga came for him again, at least by a little bit.  
 
    Viktor sighed, motioning for Heun to follow as he plodded down the way Thron had left, listening intently as his footfalls turned to dull thuds as soon as he stepped foot on the blue carpet lining the floor. On either side of them at odd intervals, various taxidermy heads had been nailed to the walls. Mostly deer and stags, but there were also a lot of bears and the occasional reptilian snout of a lake-lurker, all painted a pristine white and lit by eerie blue lamps that Viktor suspected each contained a single, isolated pixie of the kind that produced shatterstone. 
 
    That was weird enough, but the fact that the ceilings of the corridors also had mounted animal heads attached to them brought the place into the downright surreal. Viktor traced a hand along the wall as they walked, finding it smooth in that strange way seashells were, despite it also obviously being formed of stone and mortar. 
 
    'The alchemists have treated this building heavily. I see a lot of altered materials and very few steam elevators or clockwork devices.' 
 
    'Is that strange?' 
 
    'Not really, but it is interesting. The alchemist guilds and the Guild of Steam hate the shit out of one another. Have for centuries, if I understand correctly. They have a lot of overlap in what they do, but one of them is allowed to use magic and the other isn't. That the alchemists got so much more opportunity to work on the building itself probably speaks to Hulkreug's attempts to curry favour with them.' 
 
    'I'd say he was successful. Father mentioned at one point that the wealthiest merchants make up something ridiculous like thirty percent of the alchemists' clientele.' 
 
    'I would have assumed a ratio that was even more skewed in a city where wealth is so unequally divided. No doubt the Guild of Corpses makes ninety percent of its entire income directly from the Baron.' 
 
    'Speaking of, I keep hearing rumours that the battle shambles are going to be taken out of their warehouses soon, but why haven't they already been sent to the front? I have a suspicion why, but you're better at the… politics.' Heun's tone and the surreptitious glance he gave a pair of passing merchants told Viktor of his meaning. 
 
    That the Baron was intentionally withholding support in the hopes Nikolas got killed.  
 
    'Your suspicions probably have a lot of merit, but also keep in mind the disgusting reality that comes with the fact that you can only reanimate a dead person as a shamblebrass once.' Viktor held a finger up. 'That means that it's tactically and strategically advantageous for the Baron to send all his living soldiers to die first, have them do as much damage as they can before they go down, then retrieve their bodies and reanimate them for a second go. In wartime, the dead are more valuable than the living.' 
 
    'Fucking hate this city. I sometimes wish we'd never come here,' Heun grumbled. 
 
    'That's generous of you. I always wish I'd never come here.' They got to a door that Viktor immediately got a funny feeling about. He spent a few seconds peering at it before he realised it was because there wasn't any daylight coming through the tiny gap in the sides and the bottom of the doorframe like the other doors. On the other side of the door, someone was speaking quickly and quietly, audibly distressed about something. 
 
    Got you. 
 
    Viktor pulled his halberd from where it had been awkwardly strapped to his back and motioned Heun to the other side of the door. 
 
    'We're breaching?' Heun mouthed, earning a nod from Viktor. The executioner counted down three seconds on his fingers, then slammed the hammer into the door. 
 
    As expected, the wood gave way easily enough, but the couch and the several chairs that had been pressed up against it as a makeshift barricade was harder to move. As soon as the door exploded inwards, a curse fell through the other side and a crossbow bolt soared through the air, embedding itself in the door on the other side of the hallway. 
 
    Heun hissed and pulled a pouch open, tossing a smoke bomb into the gap. A woman and a young man's voice were clearly heard shouting as it flew in, and smoke started to pour out of it. 
 
    'Is that sleep gas?' Viktor asked. 
 
    'No, but they'll have to come out sooner or later if they don't want to asphyxiate. Can't shoot at us with any accuracy either.' 
 
    Viktor grumbled, already feeling like this was too much work for one day. He cursed and lunged at the makeshift barricades, knocking the chairs aside and taking the hammer head of the halberd to the couch, smashing the wood of it into pieces and then tearing the fabric out with the blade on the tip. 
 
    Heun rushed in first, drawing his sword and kicking the remnants of the furniture apart. Viktor followed in a second after, reaching for the nearest figure he found coughing about in the smoke and putting his hand around their neck. 
 
    If the pitch of the coughing was any indication, this was a woman he was manhandling. Viktor cursed and heaved his way out of the room, followed a moment later by Heun, carrying Thron Highdark in a none too polite chokehold. 
 
    He looked down at his own captive. It took him a moment to recognise her now that she was sans her fox-shaped masquerade mask and the high collar she had worn during Lym's banquet, but he was pretty sure it was Ludas Highdark hastily reaching to her side for a dagger. 
 
    Viktor wasn't feeling particularly chivalrous, and there was no telling who else was in the room with the crossbow, so he issued a stern punch into her stomach and let her crumple to the ground. 
 
    'Mother!' Thron spat anxiously, trying to fight his way out of Heun's grip. The younger Lauter was having none of it, though, and quickly piled Thron into a wall a few times, only stopping when the other boy went limp and fell to the floor. 
 
    'I don't see a crossbow on either of them,' Heun said, directing a quick glare at all the doors that were opening along the hallway and the confused Middlemen that were quickly shuffling their way out. 
 
    'Shooter's still inside, probably. Might be a shamblebrass. I remember hearing the Highdarks don't keep many living staff.' 
 
    'All of you, back in your rooms! There's a man with a loaded crossbow inside this office. Stay inside and behind something!' Heun ordered the corridor of gawkers. 
 
    'Nearly, but not quite, boy. It isn't a man with the crossbow,' a quiet voice purred from inside the smoke. 
 
    Only the fact that the voice had startled him saved Viktor, seeing as he reflexively put his halberd tip into the smoke as soon as he heard her speak. The next crossbow bolt went wide as the shooter had to duck to avoid the thrust. 
 
    A second later, sparks flew out of the smoke, and Viktor pulled back a useless wooden stick that was freshly missing a weapon-head. He cursed, drawing a dagger and his second-to-last shatterstone bomb. 
 
    She erupted out of the smoke before he could even spark it, a dervish in every sense of the word with a scimitar in each hand. A foot wrapped in black fabric kicked the bomb out of his hands. Viktor barely dodged her first strike, then failed to dodge the second one, as a blade went into his armour and would have torn into his heart if he hadn't had the good sense to hit the flat of the blade downwards with his other hand so that it went into the armour skew and denied her a clean cut. He did feel it bite into him though, just a little. 
 
    'Tch.' The woman tilted her head at him. 'Good quality leather, treated with the toxic secretions of the granite toad for durability, and in all-black? Someone has good taste. I'd love to know who your tailor is.' 
 
    Oh, for fuck's sake. She was one of those people that did mid-fight banter. He hated those people. They reminded him too much of himself. 
 
    Viktor aimed a cheeky kick at her crotch, but she was clearly used to fighting opponents that didn't fight fair, dodging around his leg and slashing him on his thigh, drawing blood. 
 
    'Naughty, naughty. At least buy me dinner first...' 
 
    Heun flipped his sword in his grip, holding the blade with his armoured gauntlet and aiming for the back of the woman's head with the pommel as Viktor aimed for a grip on her neck. 
 
    She moved like a viper, lashing a foot out backwards and catching Heun neatly in the neck, then dancing out of Viktor's grip and moving in with more flows of her blades, forcing him to hastily back up, seeing as he only had a dagger to block with. 
 
    'Just who the fuck are you?' 
 
    'No one special. Only a woman on a job.' 
 
    Her face was hidden by a white mask that looked like it might have been made of porcelain, a red tear painted under the left eye, her actual eyes hidden by the black fabric covering the holes. 
 
    It was subtle, but the way she shifted on her feet as she spoke told him of an accompanying change in attention, and he thought she might have angled her head just a tiny bit to stare at one of the unconscious piles of Highdark on the floor. 
 
    'Oh, lovely. Laughing Tomb. Here I was starting to think you were a myth or something to that tune.' 
 
    'All the best assassins' guilds are, big guy. But hey, I'm not here for you and your cute blonde friend.[DR70]'  
 
    She struck a flirtatious pose that was clearly only there to irritate him, tapping the side of her mask with one of her scimitars. Viktor took the moment for what it was and looked for anywhere that might have been a good place to put a knife into. 
 
    Leather boots, black leather leggings, black gloves. He might have thought she was also a Blackclad if it weren't for the tattered green, thigh-long[DR71] kimono she wore. [DR72] 
 
    'You can just walk away, you know. Maybe after I'm all finished up here, the three of us could find a nice seedy inn and get to know one—' 
 
    'Cease motherfucking referring to that teenager as if he is of legal age for coitus, you lawless wench!' Viktor struck a meaty hand into the wall, the rage of being forced to bear witness to such unsolicited human arousal lending him mighty strength enough to pull one of the lamps off the wall by its bracket. 
 
    'Random forcibly-confined pixie, I choose you!' Viktor broke the lamp against the wall, and immediately, a tiny little blue shape erupted out of it, a sound somewhere between a child's cackle and fifty furiously chirping crickets erupting through the corridor as the glowing form of the pixie shot into the woman's mask. 
 
    'Ouch, dickhead!' the assassin cursed, stabbing one of her blades into the wall so she could reach a hand underneath her mask, where the pixie was trying to burrow into her face. She pulled it out after a moment's struggle. 'How the hell was I supposed to know he's not a man yet? It's not like I can see much of your faces, thanks to those buckets you all wear!' 
 
    She finally managed to grab onto the small, inhumanely slender, little, blue-skinned caricature of a person that was the pixie. It hissed at her with a mouth that was all teeth, its lizard-like eyes going wide with frenzy and its insectoid wings buzzing furiously in a mix of rage and panic before she angrily pasted it against the wall. 
 
    'Listen to the assassin, Viktor! I've finally got a curvaceous woman flirting with me, this is a major milestone in my life!' Heun, the stupid horny teenager, shouted as he pulled a deer head off the wall and hit the assassin in the back of the head with it. 
 
    'Not until you're eighteen, you're not, boy!' 
 
    She wasn't expecting that and lost her balance for half a moment. She[DR73] recovered quickly and drew her sword out of the wall as Viktor charged at her. She hurled it at the executioner and then brought her other blade up, neatly slicing Heun's helmet in half with one stroke of her sword. Both pieces fell off his face and clattered onto the floor in a pile of useless scrap metal and severed leather bindings. 
 
    Unnaturally sharp. Fuck's sake. Why did everyone have magic swords today? Viktor ducked under the thrown sword, then was only slightly surprised when he caught a glimpse of the blade turning around in mid-air, magically altering its course and flying at his back. 
 
    'Oh, I sustain my previous comments, though,' the assassin purred. 'Handsome, you have to promise me to come calling when you turn eightee—' 
 
    'Ephebophiles must die!' Viktor howled, hastily jumping up against the wall in a distinctly stupid move he wouldn't normally consider if he wasn't also running away from an evil flying sword. He launched off with his feet, falling back down towards the assassin in a truly menacing elbow drop as Heun got over his hormones and made another swing with the pommel of his sword. 
 
    Almost in slow motion, Viktor's impact on the woman's head cracked her mask at the top and jaggedly down the middle. At the same time, she swung at Heun with her magically sharp blade, severing his sword in half while her other sword flew at Viktor, going straight through the thinner armour of his leg—fucking hilt and all—then out the other motherfucking side, embedding into the wall. 
 
    He howled, falling down atop the assassin in a pile. He had half a moment to glimpse her features. Almond eyes and a light olive skin tone that had him suspect she might have been from the northern parts of the Dark Continent. Probably Osomania, or maybe the southern provinces of Xaxia. 
 
    Either way, he piled on top of her, gushing blood everywhere as he hastily tried to grab her by her hair and pull her into a hold. She was too quick and slithered out from under the knee he was pressing into her back, only losing her balance at the last moment and suffering a glancing blow from Heun's gauntlet. 
 
    She wove under him, punching him hard enough in the armpit for his entire right side to visibly go a little numb, then aimed a kick at Viktor's head. 
 
    He caught her foot, then offered her a mean tilt of his head. 'Assassin's footwraps. Good for sneaking around.' 
 
    Then he grabbed her ankle with his other hand and, in a single furious motion, snapped her ankle at the joint. She didn't scream, as expected of a Laughing Tomb assassin, but she did wince and immediately make space between them, hissing in pain as she hopped awkwardly on one foot. 
 
    'Less great for protecting your fucking feet, idiot. Next time, wear a sturdy pair of boots.' Viktor rose to his feet, trying to ignore the pain in his impaled leg. 
 
    The woman whistled through the pain on her face, and the sword flew out from the wall it was stuck in. That said, this time it was coming at him from the front, and Viktor almost casually plucked the blade out of the air, taking it over his knee and bending it into a useless piece of scrap metal. 
 
    'Cunt!' she cursed. 'Do you have any idea how much those magical swords cos—' 
 
    'Stop right there, criminal scum!' Rosh shouted as he came screaming down the corridor with Maxwell and Lukas in tow. 'Nobody breaks the law on my watch!' 
 
    Maxwell, face back in his characteristically nervous wince, hastily brought his crossbow up and loosed a bolt at the assassin. She dodged it, but not the tackle from Viktor or the punch to the gut from Heun. 
 
    'Damn it, gents,' she hissed through gritted teeth. 'It's not an encouraged thing to lose a contract. You've put me in a compromising position with my boss...' 
 
    She hastily reached a hand up and pulled at a cord off her shoulder. Viktor immediately caught the subtle sound of ticking. 
 
    'Heun, fucking get down!' 
 
    Heun didn't need to be told twice. They both leapt off her before the shatterstone vest she was wearing went off, shaped charges sending iron balls in every direction. 
 
    The corridor around them was eviscerated. Lukas and company had to duck to the floor to avoid being torn apart and received more than their fair share of shrapnel for their trouble. 
 
    Heun and Viktor dived for the ground, but the iron balls went everywhere, tearing through lamps and walls and taxidermy heads like they were made of paper. Viktor was treated to the unenviable sensation of watching one of his fucking fingers on his left hand get blown off, never mind the shear agony that he felt in his thigh when the charges just about minced it. 
 
    Lukas's squad were lucky enough to be far enough away to not get the worst of it. The only reason Heun and Viktor weren't dead was because the shaped charges mostly only shot out to the sides of the assassin's bomb vest, thankfully missing them as they just barely got low enough in time. 
 
    Thron Highdark wasn't so lucky. She'd angled her torso in just the right way that he took most of the projectiles, leaving him as little more than a ruined, bloodied stain on the floor. He looked less like a person and more like some meat a butcher had abused with a crank shredder[DR74]. Viktor wasn't sure, seeing as he was disorientated as all hell and couldn't move, but he thought some of Thron's guts had covered his hood. 
 
    Sound came back a little, and Viktor idly made a mental note to start putting a tiny amount of salvestone in his ears every morning if he didn't want to go deaf within the next few years. 
 
    'Be seeing you gents around,' the assassin promised direly, sauntering over Heun's limp form and casually kicking both of her scimitars back into her hands. Then she gave Viktor a cheeky wave and blew him a kiss before suddenly breaking into a sprint through the office she'd come from and vaulted herself out the window, falling along with the hail of glass shards. 
 
    'Fucking after her!' Lukas yelled, battling his way to his feet. Viktor was barely able to hear him for the ringing in his ears. 
 
    'Someone's hit! There's blood!' Maxwell said quickly, in a panic. 
 
    'Who?' 
 
    'The noblewoman! I, oh for fuck's sake. Casualty. The boy's dead as dead gets!' 
 
    'Who, Heun?' Lukas demanded through the smoke. Viktor realised there was screaming coming from one of the other rooms. Someone had likely been hit by shrapnel through a wall. 
 
    'No, the one Viktor came up here to chase, I think!' 
 
    'Sarnt, I'm seeing a lot of injured civilians!' Maxwell cursed. 'We need to perform triage!' 
 
    Viktor spat some blood out of his mouth, rolling onto his back. 
 
    'Shit! Vik too!' Rosh kept going, being the first to wade his way through the smoke. At the last moment, he dodged a portion of the ceiling as it collapsed in his path. 'He's got a stab wound in his leg and there's a small mountain of shrapnel in his chest.' 
 
    'Lauter, you alive?' Lukas demanded. 
 
    'He's fine, boss, armour saved 'im! Help me put pressure on Viktor's shoulder. I think he's got a severed artery.' 
 
    'Someone fetch a fucking medic!' Lukas shouted further down the ruined corridor. 
 
    Viktor rolled his head back, coughing up small amounts of blood as Rosh and Maxwell loaded him onto a door that had been blown off its hinges, using it as a makeshift stretcher, and pressed their hands into his wounds to stem the bleeding. 
 
    'Hold on, Vik,' Rosh said quickly. 'Nort made sure we took medics with us. Just stay awake and keep breathing.' 
 
    Viktor didn't lose consciousness, thankfully, but he caught a glimpse of Thron's ruined form as they pulled him away. Then he saw the arm Ludas had lost even as she didn't herself seem to notice, too busy screaming like a wounded animal and hastily pressing a torn piece of Thron's shirt into his wounds. 
 
    The gargling sounds coming from Thron's nigh-unrecognisable face told him that was likely a fruitless endeavour. 
 
    'Rosh?' Viktor spat, unable to see for the blood in his eyes. 
 
    'I'm here, Vik. I'm here. Just relax.' 
 
    'Heun alright?' 
 
    'Banged up, two broken arms, he'll live.' 
 
    'Medics won't carry enough supplies for this nightmare. Not on short notice. Send a runner to the nearest alchemist's shop,' Viktor hissed. 'Fuck, the next two, actually. Requisition all the salvestone you can. I need both of the Highdarks alive for questioning, and I don't feel like having any dead civilians on my hands today.' 
 
    Viktor spat more blood up, only just realising in that moment that he had a splintered wooden board sticking out of his stomach. 
 
    'Runner's already running, Viktor,' Lukas said from ahead of them, pulling a woman out of her office in a bridal carry. 'Just focus on staying alive and let us handle this.' 
 
    Maxwell stuffed something into Viktor's hands, forcibly closing his fingers around it. A few seconds later, he finally lost too much blood to speak, only barely able to keep the dark from taking him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve: The Prodigal Son 
 
    The medics had to perform hasty lifesaving surgeries on eight of the fifteen wounded. Nort had apparently seen fit to stock up salvestone before they left, evidently having expected this entire thing to turn into some form of shitshow or another. 
 
    Viktor himself was the second-worst off, and if it weren't for the medics, he would have absolutely died. Ordo had once told him that Nikolas was even more stringent with his medics than with his fighting men, and Viktor was beginning to understand why.  
 
    Miraculously, fucking somehow, they had even managed to stabilise Thron Highdark. They had been [DR75]forced to use three entire buckets of the agonisingly expensive substance just to keep him alive and regenerating flesh long enough for them to tie his intestines back together and shove his organs back into him in something resembling the right arrangement. 
 
    He had screamed the entire time. Even Viktor started to feel bad for the little motherfucker after a while. Without the most extensive and expensive sort of salvestone treatments, Thron would likely never walk again or move his arms beyond a few centimetres, and that was long before a discussion was had about his ruined face, but he was alive and, thank the Stone God, nobody else had been in as bad a shape as Viktor and Thron. 
 
    Still, that Thron was an injured pile of a young man didn't exempt him from interrogation as soon as he was halfway able to speak. Viktor didn't believe for a second that Ludas was innocent in whatever the fuck those two had been up to that earned them a trip from a Laughing Tomb. 
 
    'My executioner is normally the one that handles interrogations, Lady Highdark,' Nort said dangerously, himself making menacing motions with a pair of pliers.  
 
    'Now that he's too injured to stand for more than a few minutes and the medics are still in the process of knitting the flesh on his arms back together, I will be the one asking the questions. I'm afraid, however, that I'm not trained to avoid killing my subject as he is. It is for this reason that it would be advisable for you to tell me everything I want to know without making me touch you.' 
 
    'I-I don't know what the hell happened,[DR76] I swear!' Ludas said quickly, shaking like a leaf as tears streamed down her face. Without the masquerade mask he had seen her in previously, Viktor could see that she was a prettier woman. Of more interest was the fact that she had the exact same scar as Thron across her neck. 
 
    A coincidence was an impossibility at this point. Viktor scowled, still lying in a heap on a stretcher in a room just a little bit away from the guild hall's main foyer, which had been turned into a makeshift hospital. 
 
    'Bullshit.' Nort inched closer to her with the pliers. 'That assassin was after you, and you were speaking with her for some time, if the fact that your office was barricaded is any indication.' 
 
    'We thought the Watch was about to start storming the upper parts of the building,' Ludas defended. 'She snuck in through the window and put a dagger to my back.' 
 
    'Why? If she was there to kill you, she wouldn't have wasted time threatening you. She would have simply done it. What did she want?' 
 
    'She said that Thron had done something to anger the one that had hired her guild. She said that I was only a target if I got in the way. She told me to step aside so she could kill my son and I refused, then she was about to knife me when we heard the executioner knocking about outside.' 
 
    Viktor hated that he believed her. So,[DR77] what the fuck were you even doing here today? You must have been up to something if you were worried the Watch was going to come into your office and see something.' 
 
    'I had men rummage through the papers in their office. They were pulling all of their money out of the Grimmel,' Nort answered for Ludas. 'Likely filing the documents from here and planning to have them couriered to the bank instead of at the Grimmel itself.' Nort gave Ludas a look that was dry even for a man without a face. 
 
    'To avoid being seen making the kind of commotion that always comes with the teller hastily asking someone with your kind of money to please not to take it all out at once. That kind of thing causes other clients to mass-withdraw in a panic, no? Certainly, it causes a "bit of a stir."' Nort held his index finger and his thumb up to Ludas's face, half a millimetre apart. 
 
    'And since you were taking out all of it and even then finalising all of your outstanding business arrangements that went through the Guild of Merchants, I can see why you wanted to keep quiet.' 
 
    'You were leaving the city,' Viktor stated the obvious, then had to quiet down for risk of revealing sensitive information as a knock came at the door. 
 
    Nort held the pliers near Ludas's eyes threateningly. 
 
    'Enter.' 
 
    The door opened and a medic came in with his hourly phial of salvestone. 'How's the hand, Viktor?' 
 
    'The skin is gloving back on decently enough, but the finger's not growing back as fast as I'd like.' 
 
    'I'm not surprised. Salvestone is miraculous at healing flesh, but bone is something we haven't been able to get to work for us just yet. You may need to make your peace with a wooden prosthetic, or fleischmetall.' 
 
    'There's also a new surgery that involves using pieces of wood or metal in place of bones and simply growing the flesh around them. It's intensive. I believe Amda mentioned she performed it a lot during her time working for the Theronlian Army,' Nort sighed, hastily gesturing at the medic and irately clacking the pliers in Ludas's direction to make it clear that the white-robed man was sort of interrupting something. 
 
    Viktor shivered, already feeling sick from too much of the normally pleasant medicine. He slowly took it out of the man's hands and downed it, trying to mentally kill the sensation of nausea building in his throat. Like he was being forced to drink water until he couldn't actually contain any more. 
 
    Viktor handed the phial back to the now distinctly anxious medic, then snorted in mild amusement as the man closed the door to the unused office and scurried away. 
 
    'W-We were leaving the city,' Ludas admitted, eyeing the pliers. 'My son did something quite unwise, and I felt it was best for us to head somewhere else for the time being.' 
 
    'More like "forever," seeing as I've got a writ of sale for your manor in my hands, Ludas,' Viktor drawled. 'You sold at a cheap price. Hasty. Was this cockup of Thron's his decision to get involved with Stimlyf Erolo's little "game"?' 
 
    Both Ludas and Nort turned to stare at him. Nort because he wasn't one of the people who was supposed to be in the know about Stimlyf, and Ludas because she likely hadn't realised how much Viktor had already suspected her son. 
 
    Viktor continued, choosing his words carefully to avoid giving Nort too much. The last thing he needed was the Baron cutting his head off for disobeying the gag order. 
 
    'It's not hard to figure out, Lady Highdark. The Erolos may have lost a majority of their influence even before this whole fiasco with the pixiedust, but your houses have both been closely aligned, historically speaking. I assume that Thron and Stimlyf were friends when they were younger or something like that. That I found him in the bank the same day as Hulkreug DeWinter is no coincidence, and his coin purse was heavy that day.' 
 
    Viktor shrugged. 'I might have thought that Hulkreug paid him for some nefarious deed, but I don't think he was the one handing coins out. Then I find you in the Erolo manor, looking thoroughly displeased to be there. And now that everything has come out in the wash, a Laughing Tomb assassin comes to clean up loose ends.' 
 
    Ludas held his gaze for a moment, then sighed. 'Stimlyf was a good child. I'm not sure where he went so wrong. His worthless father is probably to blame, at least a little. A few months ago, I found Thron sneaking rat kings out of his room. I'm used to finding that boy bringing girls home, but witch's things...' 
 
    'He was the one that supplied Stimlyf with his ingredients,' Viktor surmised. 
 
    'Please, you have to understand that Stimlyf was the one putting all these ideas in his head. Thron's always been a proud boy, too proud to behave himself, I suppose. I think Stimlyf enticed him with the promise of some excitement and coin out of Lym's coffers. He refuses to tell me details; I think he's worried he might jinx something just by speaking about it. But by the time Thron realised that Stimlyf wasn't just engaging in an idle hobby, it was too late. Stimlyf made it clear that Thron knew too much at that point.' 
 
    'Right. So leaving wasn't an option. And your presence in Lym's banquet?' 
 
    Ludas shrugged. 'I'm not sure what I was hoping to accomplish. I told myself that if Lym didn't get his boy reined in and the hell away from mine, I'd knife him. Then I walked in, saw the man for the first time in a good six months, and it was like looking at a different person.' 
 
    Viktor sighed. 'Be honest with me. Was Lym Erolo ever abusive to Stimlyf, at least that you saw? Beatings, verbal tongue lashings, that sort of thing.' 
 
    Ludas fidgeted for a moment. 'Lym and his son never got along. I think Stimlyf reminded Lym too much of Percivalia. I know that Stimlyf thought that Lym was quite pathetic, and I have a hard time disagreeing. There's a reason our houses are no longer as close as they once were.' 
 
    'Maybe, but then why hire assassins now?' Nort crossed his arms. 'Stimlyf is already either on the run or in hiding and as far as we know, and Thron hasn't told anyone what he was getting up to with the Erolo boy. So why try to clean up loose ends only after it becomes pointless.' 
 
    'I don't know. All I know is that as soon as Thron heard that the Erolos had had their manor sieged, he looked like he'd seen a ghost and told me I had to start getting ready to leave the city.' 
 
    Unsatisfactory, as Viktor was expecting. It was likely that only Thron had an answer for them, and it would be a while before he could speak or even write anything down. 
 
    'There's one more question we need to ask of you. For now, at least,' Viktor tilted on the stretcher. 'That scar on your throat. Thron has one just like it. Explain to me where it came from.' 
 
    Ludas tilted her head to the side awkwardly. 'That's a personal matter.' 
 
    'So is me tearing your womanhood out with a pair of pliers and making you eat it,' Viktor said sharply. 'More than a dozen people were injured because you couldn't keep your son out of the witchcraft. Bored nobles will be bored nobles, but understand, Lady Highdark, that my sympathy only goes so far today.' 
 
    She blew an angry breath out. 'It's just an old practice. Ceremonial. My late husband was of...Nordling descent, going far back to one of the first traitor clans that sided with the Baron in the First War of Black Scales in exchange for rights to stay in Adelstrad. The ritual scarification is something we decided we would begin practicing again, for tradition's sake.' 
 
    Nort's smoke glowed a little brighter. 'Those practices are themselves witchcraft-adjacent, Ladyship. They were made illegal for a reason.' 
 
    'Please tell me that you didn't do that to Thron when he was a child.' 
 
    'Of course not!' Ludas snapped. 'My husband, God rest his soul, passed three winters ago, and neither my son nor I have been in a good place ever since then. We both felt like it would be the least we owed him as far as funerary rites go, seeing as the Baron outlawed ship burnings.' 
 
    Ship burning? 
 
    'Fuck's sake,' Viktor hissed at the realisation. 'I sincerely advise you not tell the bloody Church that your family are closeted worshippers of the Nordlings' pantheon.' 
 
    'We're not,' Ludas shrugged. 'We honour the occasional little rite because even though Bren didn't believe, he was superstitious about not offering at least a little. His side of the family has been that way for as long as anyone can remember. Not as if we even bother to make a secret of it. The Church disapproves, and they offered my family more than our fair of scrutiny for it, but there comes a time where you have to do the thing that you know is right, even if you can't comment on why you know it's right.' 
 
    Nort gave Viktor a look, as if asking if he thought Ludas was being serious. Again, he found himself believing her despite his best attempts not to. Not many people could lie to Viktor's face, especially not when he was looking for dishonesty, but nothing in Ludas's facial expressions or body language spoke of dishonesty, and her story lined up. 
 
    Viktor imagined even Thron wouldn't be reckless enough to openly bear a witch mark. Something that would irritate the Church, maybe. Something that would draw their ire would not be the same story. 
 
    Never mind that certain recent revelations about the way the templars conducted themselves in Adelstrad made Viktor think that if they had any more issue with Thron than cosmetics, they would have found a way to deal with him by now. Permanently. 
 
    Nort gave him an irritated look, as if hoping he'd have cause to hurt someone today, then put the pliers down and turned to Ludas. 
 
    'Both of you will be taken into custody in the Middle Keep until I can find out just what ze hell is going on in this city. You will answer all of my questions thoroughly. Understand clearly, Lady Highdark, that while I sympathise with your motives and will not rule out the possibility that Thron was coerced, I'm not letting the two of you out of my sight anytime soon.' 
 
    'They'll kill us!' Ludas protested. 
 
    'The Middle Keep is almost entirely insulated from the political mess that's currently engulfing the Upper and Lower keeps. If there's a safe place in the city, it's there. I give you my word that Thron will receive the best medical care I can offer, but only if you cooperate.' 
 
    'It's not as if either of you are in shape to travel right now anyway,' Viktor shrugged sympathetically. 'Thron's alive, and further salvestone treatments will improve his condition, but if you try to put him on a smokeship and get him away from the city, I doubt he'd survive the journey.' 
 
    Ludas stared at her hands for a moment, then offered a small nod. Viktor felt for her. The poor woman only wanted to keep her son alive, and Viktor had gotten the impression, even during their first meeting, that she was the more tolerable sort of noble.  
 
    Lady Highdark began to sob silently, quaking like a leaf, and Nort only hesitated a moment before awkwardly putting a hand on her shoulder, quietly issuing platitudes and assurances in Oxensteinian. 
 
    * * * 
 
    'Verdammt,' Nort sighed, holding his faceplate and resting his elbows on Viktor's dining room table. 'Does this day never end?' 
 
    'You're not the one who took a bomb to the face, Nort.' Ordo gave him a sharp look over the blue pixiedust salve she was applying to Viktor's arm. 'Maybe you should consider your next words more carefully. I believe I recall you promising me that you wouldn’t get Viktor killed.' 
 
    'He's still alive!' Nort protested. 
 
    'No thanks to you.' 
 
    Ordo angrily said something in Oxensteinian that had the Middle Captain shrinking in his seat. She turned to Viktor and gingerly sat down beside him. 
 
    'How's your finger?' she asked gently. 
 
    'Still mostly blown off, thanks.' Viktor toyed with the black chess piece Maxwell had put in his hands as he was being carried away in that stretcher. The little pawn was made of some of the darkest glass the executioner had ever seen, and it shone with something immaterial. 
 
    The skittish watchman had explained that it was supposed to be lucky or something, and he hadn't had anything else to do to feel like he was helping. Viktor had awkwardly tried to give it back once he was up on his feet, but Maxwell had apparently felt like he needed all the good luck he could get and told him to keep it for a few days. 
 
    Viktor couldn't deny that was a little heartwarming. 
 
    Ordo quirked her eyebrows at him a little sarcastically, a little worried. 'The good news is that fixing it is a simple surgery. That much said, you'll need to rest up long enough for the stump to knit back together.' 
 
    Viktor sighed, nodding distractedly. 'Thank you, Amda. I'm sorry you have to keep rushing over here to patch me up.' 
 
    Ordo fidgeted for a moment, then took a glove off and put two fingers under his hood, to his neck, feeling for his heartbeat. She shivered for a moment, then drew away, evidently satisfied his heartbeat was still at a healthy tempo. 
 
    'I don't mean to overstep, but if it's alright with you, I'd like to stay the night in one of the guest rooms. Just in case your small mountain injuries gets any worse during the night.' Ordo turned her head aside, hiding the red in her cheeks. 
 
    Viktor didn't even have the heart to make fun of her this time round. 'I'll ask Hillary if she can have one of the less-exploded rooms made up for you.' 
 
    'Thank you, Viktor.' 
 
    'You say that as if you're not asking for my benefit.' Viktor shrugged. 
 
    'I have some paperwork from the keep I need to go over. Gauss seems to have cottoned on to the fact that I was one of the physicians Nikolas relied on, so she's taken it upon herself to saddle me with bureaucracy instead of surgery.' Ordo scowled. 'Promise me you'll send for me if you feel so much as an itchy nose.' 
 
    'Yeah,' he sighed. 
 
    'And Viktor?' 
 
    'Yeah?' 
 
    'Don't pick at your finger. There are surgeries to fix it and I'd be glad to graft you a replacement, but it works slightly less if you chew at it the way you do your nails.' 
 
    'Okay, Mother,' he huffed. 
 
    'I'm only trying to make sure you haven't worn yourself down to a torso attached to some stumps within the next five years, Son.' 
 
    Ordo took her leave, packing up her portable medic's bag and wandering off, likely to go find a quiet spot where she could get some work done. 
 
    Viktor deposited himself back down in his seat, pulling some documents closer to him. Cuff had prepared them for him, judging by the handwriting. Giblet had helped, judging by the obscene images scribbled into the margins and one pair of small, clawed pawprints that had likely gotten there because she had either accidentally or intentionally gotten some red ink all over her talons and walked all over the parchments. 
 
    'I should warn you to forget what you heard about Stimlyf Erolo, Nort. That information has become dangerous.' 
 
    'What information, exactly?' 
 
    'The less you know at this point, the better. Let's just say my job got significantly more hazardous ever since I found out. If you repeat what you heard to anyone, Nort, the chances are good that you will die.' 
 
    Nort was silent for a moment, then offered a nod. 'I should apologise for the fact that you were injured. I was reckless. The Baron's preferred candidate arrived while you were rooting around in the upper floors of the hall, and I had my hands full when Goward and him got into it. Seeing as the elections are tomorrow and I was told to provide security, my priorities were elsewhere than what you were digging into.' 
 
    'It's fine. Everyone in this city is scrambling to get things in order.' Viktor shuffled through a few of the papers, not really bothering to go through each transaction. Instead, he focused on Cuff's projections. 
 
    The long and short, Viktor had three months to make his debts go away. After that, all his new stuff was up for seizure. 
 
    'Who is the new candidate anyway?' 
 
    'Some courtier by the name of Lortly. Fidgety man. I suppose the Baron wanted someone non-threatening in to assuage some of the Middlemen's concerns.' 
 
    'That, or he wanted an easily controllable puppet. It suits his modus operandi.' 
 
    At that, the door opened and Hillary walked in, coughing awkwardly. 'Apologies, sir. There was a letter that came for you.' She waved the white envelope at him. 
 
    'Cheers. Pass it here,' Viktor sighed. He gave it the once over, then stood and walked over the nearest broken window, one where he had set up a pole he could hang opened letters by. Viktor attached it to the beam, then pushed it out the window. 
 
    'Ze hell are you doing?' Nort asked, turning in his seat. 
 
    Viktor didn't answer him, using a second, much smaller pole with a sharp end on the tip to awkwardly cut the letter open. Almost as soon as he did, it exploded and showered fragments everywhere. 
 
    'Being adequately paranoid, by the looks of it,' Viktor said boredly. 'Any word on where this letter came from?' 
 
    He turned to Hillary, feeling more than a little amused at the look on her face. 'Err... Left on the ground in front of the gate, it looked like. Sophie found it.' 
 
    'Who?' 
 
    'Beg your pardon. One of Lord Er—one of your maids, sir.' 
 
    'Maybe tell her and the other staff not to touch any mail that comes for me. I seem to have an ongoing assassin problem right now. If any come, just leave them in a pile in the street and I'll fetch them myself after, you know, taking anti-bomb countermeasures.' 
 
    'Course, sir.' Hillary nodded along, not even remotely understanding what she had gotten herself into. 'Suppose I should also mention that someone left some weird bits of beads and twine at the gate too. Dunno if those are reason to worry?' 
 
    Communication from End. 'Don't worry about those. Those are anal beads that Nort asked me to order for him. Theronlian Dark Exotics, very expensive.' 
 
    Nort squawked angrily, spitting out the tea he had been carefully drinking through a port in his mouth. 'I say to you now, rapscallion, that I have never—' 
 
    Viktor threw a stray book at his head, forcing Nort to duck under the table. His head popped up a moment later, staring at Viktor, then he stood to his full height and drew a broadsword. 
 
    'You besmirch my name, Viktor.' 
 
    'I'll besmirch the integrity of your entire body if you don't put that sword down, cheeseface. Also, Captain Lauter would be very angry if you killed me.' 
 
    The Middle Captain was silent for a moment, then clapped eyes on Lym's fine tea set. 'My, that looks expensive...' 
 
    'It belonged to Lym, so yes, it probably was.' 
 
    Nort growled, putting the sword away and sitting back down. In want of a violent way to retaliate against Viktor, he instead settled for sticking an index finger out and slowly, deliberately, pushing the teapot to the edge of the table while keeping eye contact with Viktor the entire time. 
 
    It fell to the floor and crashed into a hundred pieces. 'My apologies. I sneezed,' Nort said quietly. 
 
    'Dick.' 
 
    'Bastard.' 
 
    They both held their angry tones for half a moment, then started snickering like children while Hillary gave Viktor a look that made it clear she had resigned herself to working for a madman. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen: The Developments 
 
    Lieutenant Kor impacted the back of the chair none too gently, hitting with enough force that he would have tipped over if Viktor hadn't reached an angry hand out to steady it. Viktor grabbed [DR78]Kor's bloody, broken mouth with the other hand and pressed his thumb into the bleeding wounds he had caused when he'd torn several of the man's teeth out. 
 
    The blonde man's blue eyes went wide, and he rapidly shook his head back and forth, pleading. Viktor wasn't in a mood for mercy and made his displeasure at Kor's pathetic begging clear by taking a very, very small knife that he had had specially made and carving another thin slice from Kor's cheek. 
 
    Viktor pulled the strip of flesh from the ugly checkerboard pattern that he had been slowly creating across Kor's cheek and added it to a small pot on the desk, the contents of which Viktor had promised Kor he would boil and make the Lieutenant eat if he left without answers. 
 
    Then he dug his thumb even harder into Kor's mouth. Kor screamed as the contact ripped fresh agony through his already-burning veins. 
 
    'Say it for me once more. Just so I can be sure I heard you correctly.' 
 
    'It was Gauss!' the man chittered quickly. 'Gauss was the one that told me to let the manservant escape. She put fifty silvers in my pocket then told me that he had to escape the carriage!' 
 
    'Why?' 
 
    'I don't know, she never said! No details, no why or how or anything. She just told me what to do and I did it. I was only following orders!' 
 
    'Right. Kor, I know that you're the stupid type, but you do realise that "following orders" isn't really an excuse when it comes to extrajudicial prison breaks, right?' Viktor sighed. 
 
    'Where the hell do you live?' Kor spat, looking around Lym's office hysterically. 'This entire manor you're in was built with slave labour and bought with blood money! What was I supposed to do? Tell Gauss Fairfax "no"?' 
 
    'Yes, Kor,' Viktor sighed. 'That was exactly what you were supposed to do.' 
 
    'Quick and stupid method to wind up sinking into the slaughterfin caverns.' Kor stumbled over his words in his haste to speak, having already lost one ear lobe for taking too long to answer a question. 
 
    'I mean, not really, no. Gauss probably would be more the type to throw you off the High Perch. The slaughterfin caverns are the Blackclad's territory.' 
 
    Viktor didn't like that Kor was starting to grow a spine again, even one borne of hysteria response, so he pulled the pliers off the desk and walked closer to the man, snapping them at him menacingly and taking them closer to his hands. 
 
    'I've heard dissenting opinions, but me personally, I think it's a lot creepier to lose a fingernail than a tooth.' Viktor gestured pointedly at Kor with the stump of his ring finger. 'Case in point. Got this blown off today. Psychotic woman. Laughing Tomb. You wouldn't happen to know anything about that?' 
 
    'You think I'd still be alive if I did?' Kor asked, unfortunately making a decent point in the process. 
 
    Viktor sighed. 'Fair enough retort, but I'm still in an angry mood.' He turned Kor around in the chair and angrily tilted his head in the direction of a small smokestone burner Viktor had set up on the desk. He made sure Kor's attention stayed on the pliers as Viktor leaned them into the open frame. 
 
    'Be honest with you, Kor, I'm not pleased. You have until those heat up to think of something useful to give me.' Viktor pointed at the rapidly heating pliers. 'If you fail, not only will you die, but I will make it so much slower than Gauss could ever manage.' 
 
    Viktor stormed towards the doors, gesturing at where End was leaned against a wall with her arms crossed. 'Keep questioning him. If he tries to escape, kill him.' 
 
    'Got it,' End said quietly, moving closer towards Kor and pulling a knife out of her tunic. 
 
    Viktor doubted she would put any more pain into him. Besides Kor's willingness to fight having been thoroughly broken after three hours of this, End didn't like hurting people very much. 
 
    Viktor slammed the doors open, then pivoted on a foot and kicked them closed hard enough to rattle them on their hinges and break something Viktor couldn't be bothered to examine. 
 
    He paced angrily for a few moments, head whirling furiously. 
 
    'Fuck.' 
 
    He tried to calm down, tried to get his temper under control. Then lightning flashed outside, visible through a hole that had been blown through the bloody wall. 
 
    'Fuck.' 
 
    That shouldn’t have been possible. Stimlyf shouldn't have found a way to get to Gauss. 
 
    'Fuck!' Viktor howled, storming up to a decorative suit of armour and punching its fucking head off, heedless of the pain that shot up his knuckles. 
 
    'I see you're not having a fun evening,' Stendeval sighed, sitting against one of the other walls, doing his best to meditate. 'Is he speaking?' 
 
    'He says Gauss told him to let fucking Dowry out.' 
 
    Stendeval hummed, taking a small sip of the tea Hillary had kindly made for him. He examined the swirling brew for a moment, eyes set in serene contemplation. 'Do you believe him?' 
 
    'I've asked him the question. A half dozen times and made him suffer between[DR79] each asking. If there was another story he had for me, it would have come out by now.' 
 
    Stendeval nodded, taking Viktor at his word. He took a ginger sip of the tea. 'In that case, we have a problem.' 
 
    'This city is populated with problems.' 
 
    'Possibly, but that's not what I mean.' Stendeval stood, not taking his eyes off his tea. 'Those dolls you had me take a look at? The ones from the underground workshop? I believe your initial suspicions were correct. They were the tools by which Lym was controlled.' 
 
    'How can you yell?' 
 
    'As I said before, templars have a sense for these things. In easiest terms, I simply do.' 
 
    Stupid fucking priest, still so hesitant to tell Viktor how any of this fucking worked. 
 
    'And Mickey?' 
 
    'Different, not as strong.' Stendeval took another sip. 'I don't believe anyone was able to put her fully under their spell. This concerns me, as I can't begin to speculate as to why that might be.' 
 
    Viktor blinked under his hood. Mickey's cat masks. The seven silver masks that Seven Cats was named for. The ones that were supposed to be good luck or something. 
 
    He might've asked Stendeval for confirmation, but if it turned out that those masks were forbidden by the Church, Viktor might get Mickey's head taken off. It wasn't as if Stendeval would have previously known about them, seeing as Mickey had thus far been able to keep any templars out of her part of the Lowers. 
 
    Assuming the boys in rosaries hadn't already been and wiped everyone's memory of it. Viktor shuddered, putting that thought away. 
 
    'Maybe Mick just prays a lot more than I gave her credit for.' 
 
    Perhaps.' Stendeval took another sip, observing the wild storm that was brewing outside through the hole in the wall. 'You should have someone cover this up. The fey storms continue, and Alexandrios tells me he has had to offer mercy killings to three people riven with mutations, even with the city now drinking ten ninths holy water instead of spring.' 
 
    'Yeah, that or they just weren't religious enough for his taste...' 
 
    Stendeval didn't rise to the barb. 'Regardless, I sense no indication of a third doll, but if you are positive there was another one by the physical evidence in their container, then I will assume its existence going forward.' 
 
    'Can you destroy the two we have?' 
 
    'Yes, and doing so is by far the wisest course of action, but it will take time.' 
 
    'How long?' 
 
    'Perhaps eight hours of my time. Not something I would normally begrudge, but...' [DR80] 
 
    Viktor immediately picked up on the templar's discomfort, crossing his arms at him. 
 
    Stendeval sighed. 'I believe that we may have tracked down Olga and Stimlyf. While I was tending to matters in the city, some of my fellows stationed in the outer province have been making headwinds. Reports are murky and contradictory, so we can assume that Stimlyf is taking some measures, both magical and mundane, to mask their tracks. But the most cogent evidence points to an old ruin to the east, along the Far Coast. Have you heard of Brokenspear?' 
 
    'The one that's supposed to be haunted or something?' 
 
    'Well, not haunted with ghosts, specifically, but there have been dark rumours there over the last few years. It was once a thriving little village built around Brokenspear Lighthouse, which it was named for, but then there was a particularly bad Nordling raid in the middle of the summer. Most of the villagers were killed or carried off to fates best not mentioned aloud.' 
 
    'That can't be a coincidence. The Nordlings breathe witchcraft, and now those two fools are fleeing to an abandoned lighthouse as soon as Nordheim decides it wants another war.' 
 
    'My thoughts exactly. Hence which I've asked the Hierarch to put two hundred men onto some Church smokeships. I leave tomorrow, at midday.' 
 
    Viktor made an irritated sound, resuming his pacing. 'Realistically, are you going to even be able to get to Brokenspear with the skirmishes cropping up like they are?' 
 
    Stendeval took another infuriatingly calm sip of his tea. 'The supermajority of the Nordling forces are either raiding and skirmishing with General Lauter's patrol groups near the city proper or waiting at sea in their ships. Two hundred men isn't an army, but it's certainly enough to smash aside whatever scattered raiders I might find on my way there.' 
 
    'Why not land now, then? If the Nordlings are all massed at sea, why even try to take the harbour? If they moved a few kilometres to the east or west, we wouldn't even be able to contest their landing there, and they could move across the countryside.' 
 
    'The mind of a flea-bitten savage who worships beings that freely twist reality is not something delved into lightly, but the Nordlings do [DR81]seem to want combat. Anchoring themselves so close to us as they have forces General Lauter to respond by placing forces to block them if they try to take the harbour, and their raiding parties have split his attention into two. If the main force tries to land elsewhere, it might give Nikolas at least a day or two to try to more effectively allocate resources to deal with the smaller parties that continue to trickle off the shore.' 
 
    'They're waiting for something,' Viktor surmised. 
 
    'Yes. Either some fool omen from one of their gods, or perhaps they simply want to offer time for all of the fleeing villagers to corral into the city before they begin grinding into us. It would make it easier to take slaves if we were all trapped behind our walls.' 
 
    'And if they do land while you're out in the province, what's to stop a larger contingent of their army from smashing into your back while you dig Stimlyf and Olga out of their hole?' 
 
    Stendeval chuckled a little. 'Are you worried about me, executioner?' 
 
    'Worried the job might get done improperly,' Viktor deflected. 
 
    'You shouldn't. I have been doing this work for two decades, and I've seen things that would drive ten men insane ten times over each.' Stendeval finished his tea and placed the cup gently back down on the tray. 
 
    'This is very good tea, by the way. Thank you for it.' 
 
    'It's fine. Thank Hillary, I suppose. What about the Air Fleet's smokeships?' 
 
    'In reserve, for now. Attempting to harry the Nordlings' ships before they land seems like a good idea at first, but history has taught us it's merely a good way to coax a drake into splitting off and tearing a ship apart.' 
 
    'They were first designed to fight those fucking acid lizards, weren't they?' 
 
    'Yes, but that doesn't mean you can use them foolishly. Hunting drakes is a dangerous enough affair without the additional nightmare of trying to dodge spells and ballista bolts from the Nordling armada. Easier to let the two armies on the ground, or the water, engage one another, then pick the drakes off before they can start melting formations.' 
 
    Viktor nodded silently, increasing his irritated pacing. 
 
    'How badly are we going to get fucked up when they land?' 
 
    'Hard to say. More fighting men leave the city by the day, and the rumour is that the Baron has finally caved and opened up at least a few warehouses worth of battle shambles. Captain Gauss likely didn't tell you, but the blue pixiedust reserves in the Upper Keep have been co-opted for munitions.' 
 
    And yet that would also serve the Baron's ongoing attempts to keep the focus on the war and off Stimlyf and Olga. Viktor could see the sense in not diverting attention away from the treason in the city, but the lengths the old man would go simply to keep people from asking [DR82]about the Baron's ability to keep a firm grip on the city was unsettling. 
 
    Viktor thought about it for a few moments, then realised he was sparse on people to trust. 'The Baron is milking the political situation for all that it's worth.' 
 
    'This isn't unexpected.' 
 
    'No, I mean he's really milking it. I think he had me sent with Nort's formation today because he was hoping my presence would provoke the Middlemen into acting up even further. And call me paranoid, but I'm not sure that Laughing Tomb assassin [DR83]Heun and I got into a fight with was only there for Thron and Ludas. Don't forget that he was the one that insisted I take up residence in the house with the zombies in the cupboards.' 
 
    'I'm not sure I think that's fair,' Stendeval said a bit too instantly for Viktor's liking. 'Say what you will about the man, but I hardly think he had reason to suspect there was still any danger posed in this house. My order was in here before.' 
 
    'And yet the Church has close ties with the Baron, and all you've just proved is that I probably have cause to suspect you lot were up to some foul play and all.' 
 
    Stendeval was silent for a moment, watching the lightning flash outside. 'It's often said that the Nameless Barons and the Adelstradian sect of the Stone Church have close ties. This is true, but only because we need it to be. The Baron benefits from having the backing of a holy body, both because we hunt monsters for him and because not having our approval would direly delegitimise his rule.' 
 
    'And what's the Church get out of it?' 
 
    'Certain...considerations are made to us in our efforts to rout out heresy, and it's far easier to conduct our affairs in the realm of a willing ruler than an unwilling one.  
 
    'This isn't to say that I am fond of the man, even if the Hierarch is better able to stomach him. I wouldn't be surprised to hear that he's willing to kill to keep the situation from getting out of his definition of "in hand." Do you have any idea what may have put you on his target list?' 
 
    Viktor gave a glance towards the doors to Lym's office. Neither End nor Kor were in the know about much more than the bare minimum, and Viktor was less than eager to tell them. 
 
    The fact that Kor's corpse was likely to get thrown down a sewer when Viktor was done extracting information from him didn't mean it was wise to go blabbing to him. And even if he trusted End, the surest way to trust that a person didn't accidentally blab or reveal anything under torture was to ensure they themselves knew nothing to begin with. 
 
    'Asking a lot of uncomfortable questions and the fact that I think he distinctly dislikes me as a person, mostly. There's also the matter that I'm one of the few people privy to the reality of the werewolf situation and not the spin he's trying to put on it.' 
 
    'Hmm. Even one of those would be enough to get you killed. All three is a very lethal place to be in.' Stendeval thought about it for a moment. 
 
    'That hood tracks your location, no? It's an enchantment from a Theronlian sorcerer, I think. Impossible to replicate with alchemy. If you're planning to flee the city, you'll need me to remove it—' 
 
    'No.' Lightning struck outside. 'I'm not going anywhere.' 
 
    'Even with your life in danger?' 
 
    'It's not just me anymore. This is turning into a rapidly spiralling problem. Frankly, I'm not sure that I have any answers, but that doesn't preclude me from the responsibility to attempt to scavenge a solution.' 
 
    Stendeval gave Viktor a sharp look at that, standing and dusting his robes off. 
 
    'I think, Viktor, that may have been the noblest thing I've heard you say.' 
 
    'Clearly, you've never been around during a time to hear me say, "Don't look at the barkeep funny. He'll cut you." I've saved at least a dozen men their ears that way.' 
 
    Stendeval surprised Viktor by offering up a small, polite chortle that was quickly hidden in the templars sleeves. 
 
    Viktor chuckled a little bit in his own throat, even as his eyes caught a slight bit of movement outside the gate. Four shamble carriages, each marked as privately-owned by a different heraldic seal on the side, all slowly ambled up to the gate. 
 
    'I suppose that would be those creditors you've been worrying so much about,' Stendeval noted. 'I will keep my word and...have a brief conversation with them.' 
 
    'What do you need?' 
 
    'Nothing, mostly, but I would vastly prefer you leave me an empty room in which to perform the little miracle.' 
 
    Odd choice of phrasing, but Viktor let it slide. He watched one of the debtors stomp out of her carriage, a noblewoman in heavy grey furs with a yellow feather sticking out of her bearskin hat. 
 
    It took him a moment, but he did recognise her heraldry: a black bear on a dull grey field with three heads, each clasping either a golden mace, axe, or mead casket in its mouth. 
 
    'Ah. Lady Bearia Bon Bardas. She's Runskian. They're the only civilised nation I know of that shares a continent with the Nordlings. They worship... Jall, was it? She looks like she's in a bit of a war-mongering mood. I'm not sure a conversation with a stone priest will improve it.' 
 
    'Likely not,' Stendeval sniffed, tilting his chin up at the woman slightly. 'Not that I'm terribly bothered. Jall may not be a demon god, but certainly everything I've read and seen of his worshippers makes me think he's certainly heathen-adjacent.' 
 
    This would be a good excuse to force his way into being present to see how the process was actually undergone. 
 
    'That said, I'm the one that owes her money. You'll have to have at least let me in the room with you if you're going to even keep her still long enough to... I don't know what the verb is for a mind-wipe spell.' 
 
    'There isn't one. And it's a miracle, not a spell. I am no mage, Viktor.' Stendeval eyed the nobles who were angrily milling outside Viktor's property. 
 
    'Perhaps you should let them in before they decide to batter the gates down. I think I see a representative from the Banking Clan that has brought a wooden beam for just that.' 
 
    'Typical fucking Moneybags and Fancyboys...' Viktor sighed, watching as a group of four men-at-arms slowly unloaded it and got ready to bash his gate down. 
 
    'End!' Viktor called down the hall. 'You alright here while I go deal with some other business?' 
 
    There were a few moments of silence, then the cracked door to Lym's office slid slightly ajar and End offered a thumbs up with a pale hand. 
 
    'End?' Stendeval tilted his head at Viktor. 'I thought you said your associate's name was Cecil?' 
 
    'I lied, obviously.' 
 
    'Viktor, Stone God himself as my witness, I will petition the Hierarch to lift the restrictions on Blackclads entering the Grand Cathedral purely so I can get you into church.' 
 
    'Is there booze in church?' Viktor asked, taking the tea set out of Stendeval's hands and motioning for the shorter man to follow. 
 
    'I'm a priest. What do you think? We make wine as a hobby and to sell it to fund charity,' Stendeval snarked. 'I'm sure we can find a way to sate your base need for drink.' 
 
    'I'm only asking out of curiosity. I don't drink, remember?' 
 
    'Alright, fine. I will add five points to your purity score card for that.' 
 
    'I have a purity score card?' Viktor snorted. 
 
    'Yes. It is deep in the negative.' 
 
    * * * 
 
    By the time Viktor and Stendeval plodded their way to the front of the manor, Lady Bavaria had long since lost her patience and the men-at-arms were on their fourth sturdy issue of the ram. Hillary had looked like she was about to order the staff to put cooking pots on their heads and get ready to defend the manor with rolling pins. 
 
    Fortunately, diplomacy won out when Stendeval flashed his rosary beads over the wall and loudly threatened to smite rude people with the wrath of the Stone God, which only calmed the angry creditors down slightly. Just enough that they could be convinced not to batter the gates down and instead bring their carriages in like normal people, forming a little wagon fort on the grounds in front of the fucked up front door. 
 
    Viktor stood in front of his new manor, staring across the small army of clerks, nobles, merchants, shamblebrasses of both the servant and guard variety, carriage drivers, valets, men-at-arms, and freelance mercenaries that had decided to barge onto his property. 
 
    He found himself a little irritated at that, putting his arms behind his back and clasping them there in a pose he knew made him look calmly confident. Then he slowly turned his vision over the group of gathering fools, keeping his gaze on one of them at a time until they A, realised he was staring right at them, and B, shat themselves and looked way. 
 
    This continued for a tense few moments as the motley crowd of about fifty people unloaded from their carriages. Nobles and wealthy merchants strutted out with imperious looks on their faces that withered more than a little upon catching Viktor's glances. Their valets kept their heads turned down, carrying boxes of paperwork back and forth. 
 
    House Bon Bardas. The Banking Clan. Two more houses he didn't recognise by name, but he knew their heraldry as being prominent affiliates of the Guild of Merchants, obvious even to a man that knew as little about the city's nobles as Viktor did.  
 
    First, a crowned blue swordfish with a bloody spear through it on a white and black field that was split down the middle, dark purple tentacles crawling towards the fish from the top and bottom of the banner. 
 
    The other was a cackling red skull with its mouth wide open to display grinning teeth. It sat on a green field with yellow stripes and tinged edges, a yellow cross running across the field behind the skull.[DR84] 
 
    'Houses Vin Ley and Grenmald,' Stendeval explained quietly from his side, having caught Viktor staring at the crests. 'The first has something approaching a monopoly on most business conducted in the Harbour District, and the other has close ties to the Guild of Mercenaries and sells a lot of the munition armour in the city, as well as a good chunk of the weapons.' 
 
    'Ah, that's a combination and a half. The Vin Leys will be haemorrhaging coin now that the Harbour District is blockaded, evacuated, and about to become a warzone, and the Grenmald's are about to become stinky fucking rich off war.' 
 
    'Language, Timothy...' Stendeval sighed. 'All the houses you see before you share the commonality of being closely aligned with the Guild of Merchants in some capacity or another. Now that the Guild is organisation non grata and we're about to be neck deep in Nordlings, they're scraping for every resource they have available. Choose your words carefully around them.' 
 
    'I think they should be more concerned with choosing their words carefully around me,' Viktor ground out. 
 
    'They are. Bearia is not known as a patient woman, even by Runskian standards, but look how she hangs back with her personal guard. She watches you closely, looking for any indication of weakness.' 
 
    'I don't see her.' 
 
    'Ah, you've not heard. Don't look for a stuffy noblewoman in a dress. True to her name, she's the tall bear of a woman with the blade strapped to her back.' 
 
    Viktor followed the turn of Stendeval's helmet, his eyes coming to rest on a burly woman that he genuinely had thought was hired muscle. 
 
    The first thing that he noticed was that, even under the blue warpaint she wore horizontally across her eyes, she was genuinely beautiful in that athletic sort of way Viktor had heard the Runskians produced. 
 
    Under the furs draped over her shoulders, Bearia wore a distinctly unornamental, sleeveless grey tunic that looked like it was meant to fight in, along with dark leather pants and boots. 
 
    She stood leaned against her own pointedly unostentatious grey carriage, biceps crossed over her chest in a contemplative manner, staring directly at him through her long, dark hair without a hand ever going far from the hilt of her bastard sword. 
 
    It was a bit of an arbitrary thought, but Viktor strongly got the impression that Lady Bon Bardas would normally run around in black, likely only going for the grey because she didn't want to be mistaken for a Blackclad. Even the famously brutish Runskians abhorred criminals. 
 
    Hmm, she clearly couldn't decide if she wanted to fight him, fuck him, or run away from him. He had that effect on women. 
 
    If Viktor and Ordo didn't have their whole romantic tension thing going on that neither of them would admit out loud, Viktor might have been tempted... 
 
    Movement caught his attention as a fifth shamble carriage slowly moved down the street. It was[DR85] painted in all black and carried by shambles that wore brown tunics and rusty iron helmets instead of the more ornate doublets and polished visors of the other houses. 
 
    Viktor suppressed a sigh, knowing almost immediately who had decided to join the party. 
 
    Ed Touch. 
 
    'House Bon Bardas. The Banking Clan. House Vin Ley. House Grenmald. And now the head of the Dark Council. This is going to be irritating, I already know it,' Viktor said quietly enough that only Stendeval would hear him. 
 
    'I'd offer you some of the Church wine I brought with me, but you don't drink.' Stendeval shrugged. 
 
    'No, but now might be a good fucking time to start.' 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was a motley collection of characters that Viktor had found himself playing host to in the destroyed banquet. The look Lady Bon Bardas gave him as she was entering through the crushed doorframe might have suggested she was expecting a more private reception in his office, but the silent counterpoint Viktor had made with his posture was that she could just go fuck herself. 
 
    The woman herself was currently sat in one seat, stormy grey eyes closed and arms crossed in a pose that made it seem she wasn't paying any particular amount of attention, but the occasional minute crease of her face gave away the fact that she was listening intently. 
 
    Likely also watching through the closed rims of her eyes, she just wanted to offer the appearance of not giving a fuck. 
 
    He respected that. To Bearia's left was Gomu Grenmald, decked in silver-painted armour, a red-plumed silver helmet he pointedly hadn't removed when he came in, and a tabard made in his house colours, specially fitted to accommodate the hunchback and crippled left arm Viktor assumed he had been born with, seeing as it didn't strike him as a battle injury. 
 
    The younger man had wild ginger hair that sprouted out from under his helmet, just about attacking the air in every direction around his head, and his green eyes were almost manic, set in a wide, silently chortling face. He had three chipped teeth and seemed to find the state of Viktor's manor quite amusing, if the muffled chuckles he emitted into his sleeve were any indication. 
 
    That he had carried a fuck-off huge, double-edged great axe into the hall and laid it across the table with just his dominant arm and without any difficulty belied that he was probably a lot stronger than his deformity might first imply. 
 
    Opposite Gomu, seated as far away from her counterparts at the table as seemed possible, was the imperious face of Tika Vin Ley, wearing a deep navy dress that at first seemed like it was too stuffy to move in, sporting an array of utterly unnecessary white frills at the neck and back, to say nothing of the absurd amount of jewellery she wore. 
 
    But Viktor recognised Tika's subtle gait as that of a fencer, and the very slender woman seemed distinctly comfortable with the boarding cutlass she had walked in with. The sewing on the dress seemed a little odd, like the unnecessary parts were meant to be torn off and cast aside without much trouble. 
 
    She caught him looking at her, irately pushing her pair of bronze spectacles up her delicate nose. She glared at him with blue eyes framed with platinum blonde hair that had been dyed blue on the left side of her head. 
 
    Viktor held her gaze for a moment, not interested in getting into a prolonged dick fight with anyone today. He offered the gentlest brush of the table with his left hand, as if telling Tika that he wasn't the only one who might lose fingers today. 
 
    Finally, she lost her nerve just a little, turning her head aside and pretending to be interested in the fading view of the Crimson Palace, visible through yet another fucking hole in Viktor's wall. 
 
    To Tika's right was a woman dressed completely in bulky but form-fitting bronze plate armour, with spikes made of gold running down her frog-mouth helmet and shoulder guards and red lines of paint running down her pauldrons. As if it weren't obvious enough that she was the representative of the Banking Clan, the chest of her armour had been stamped with their crimson circle. 
 
    She seemed a little less agitated than her peers, returning Viktor's look without nervousness or hostility. Viktor finally found his gaze resting at the furthest end of the table, where Ed Touch was sat at the foot, face obscured by a black hood. 
 
    The smirk on his face was, however, quite prominent. Viktor couldn't tell if it was directed at him personally or simply there because Ed found it amusing the way the nobles and merchants were crowding into the centre of the table to get away from a Blackclad at each end.[DR86] 
 
    Full honesty, he found it a little funny himself. Tika had tried to come in with her household guard, but a look from Viktor had made it clear that the men-at-arms would be waiting outside. 
 
    Viktor raised a hand at Hillary, who was waiting nervously at his right, just a little bit ahead of a nervous Cuff and Giblet, who were giving the woman from the Grimmel Bank a distinctly sour look. Hillary, could you let us speak alone? Make sure none of the staff wander in.' 
 
    'Of course, sir.' Hillary didn't need to be told twice not to be in a room with the scary people, quickly vacating the premises into the labyrinthian servants' passages. 
 
    Stendeval's movement caught Viktor's gaze. He offered [DR87]Viktor a nod from where he was perched above them on the upper floors, his hands resting on the railing in a disarmingly relaxed fashion. Viktor was to signal him when he got tired of speaking with the creditors, raising a hand above his head in a certain gesture. 
 
    The executioner found himself wondering if Stendeval would actually go through with wiping people's minds just to keep Viktor at least somewhat under control and on his side. Stendeval struck him as being the kind of man that believed it was better to choose the lesser of two evils, but even for his duties, the templar was the empathetic sort that railed against injustice. 
 
    Viktor didn't think even for a moment that the more unsavoury aspects of Stendeval's role weren't done under sufferance[DR88] and only if necessary. 
 
    Perhaps he was thinking he could convince the creditors without use of a small miracle. But that was enough silence for now, it had been almost two minutes. 
 
    'Let me begin by saying that the assembled parties will pay for the scratches on my gate,' he rumbled quietly, watching Tika flinch and Gomu smile nervously as Bearia's forehead creased with concern.  
 
    'I'm not sure how things work where you are all from, but the next time I find you all attempting to forcibly enter my property, I will respond with violence. Now, who the fuck are you people, and what do you want?' 
 
    The woman in the brass armour coughed politely into a hand, her voice coming out in a breathy, metallic whisper from inside her helmet. Viktor found it strange that it travelled as well as it did. 
 
    'I should offer apologies for that. Certain tempers were lost.' She tilted her head at Trika meaningfully. 'And certain individuals became more enthusiastic than was warranted.' Gomu's nervous smile grew slightly under her stare. 
 
    'You should offer your name, first.' Viktor was enjoying having everyone in the naughty seat, so he figured he may as well run with it. 
 
    'Of course. I am—' 
 
    'Evil she-witch. Result of an orgy of ten thousand dysentery-ridden prostitutes and the flies infesting their armpits,' Giblet muttered angrily, chewing on another piece of curtain she'd gotten from somewhere. 
 
    'Giblet.' The woman eventually tilted her head at the hobgoblin. 'I see you're spirited as ever. You haven't appeared for work in a few days. I was beginning to think you had disappeared.' 
 
    'You wish, you unattractive fishwife,' Giblet seethed. 
 
    'I see you two are previously acquainted.' 
 
    'Giblet works for me, Mister…,' the woman hesitated. 'Forgive me, sir, I'm afraid I don't know your surname.' 
 
    'Probably because it was not offered. Just "Viktor" is fine.' 
 
    'Very well. I am Exaltress Kolk.' She put a hand to her chest. 'You may simply call be Exaltress, if you like.' 
 
    'Any relation to a Henrard Kolk?' 
 
    'My brother.' She tilted her head at him. 'I didn't realise you knew him.' 
 
    'Not in personal capacity.' 
 
    'Ah. Well, I'll of course be more than happy to offer recompense for any damage to the ga—' 
 
    'Can we move this along?' Tika pressed, addressing Exaltress instead of Viktor. 'I do actually have a schedule to keep, banker.' 
 
    A knife he had been keeping in his lap was launched out of Viktor's hand and embedded itself in the wood a few centimetres away from Tika's own fingers. 
 
    She didn't yelp, impressing him a little, but she did wince and then clack her teeth shut, turning to give him a look that was murderous. He showed her another knife, after which she flinched, pulled her hand back towards her chest protectively and looked away, eyes wide and her heartbeat practically audible from where he was sitting. 
 
    Viktor: 2 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Viktor watched Ed Touch's smirk widen a little. The old criminal was clearly finding this all very amusing. 
 
    'Why has it become necessary for you all to barge into my house and make a meal out of the money Lym Erolo owed you? Has it occurred to you that I'm still in the process of getting all my finances in order? You all have plenty of coin laying around that you can wait a few weeks for me to figure out which way up fucking is, and if I recall correctly, at least one of you is breaking the dark laws just by being here, never mind the fact that you've apparently been muscling in on the Moneylenders' Guild's turf, Ed.' 
 
    Ed's smirk dropped at that, and when he spoke, it was with a voice that was smooth like silk but laced at the edges with sharpness.[DR89] 
 
    'Careful there, Viktor. It's a poor man's wisdom to criticise on the grounds of the dark laws to the face of the man that writes them.' 
 
    'A fair point, but why don't you tell me how long you'll still be making the laws once the Dark Council finds out you've been playing fast and loose with them. I'm sure Mickey would love to take your place in the hierarchy once I string you up by your guts as an example to these Fancyboys and Moneybags that have invaded my table.' 
 
    The two Blackclads peered death at one another for a bit. Viktor had never been stupid enough to try to muscle in on Ed before. Even having only met the man once it was obvious he didn't respond well to threats, but Viktor[DR90] had almost gotten killed far too many times recently to fear much of what Ed offered anymore. 
 
    That said, something was deeply wrong here. Ed Touch was a bad man to cross, but he could normally be counted on to be at least a little reasonable. That he was defaulting to threatening Viktor at only a little prodding betrayed that things weren't sunshine and rainbows in Ed-Land. 
 
    There must have been more to this Black Sunday he had declared than just internal strife in the Lowers. That Ed had deigned to leave the part of the city he was supposed to be ruling over made it obvious that this was important to him. 
 
    Mickey had loaned money to Tol Erolo, and now Ed Touch to Lym. Had Stimlyf's conspiracy managed to draw the Dark Council into it, somehow? Viktor had thought the Blackclads would have been largely insulated from Stimlyf's bullshit, seeing as they would have distinctly excellent reason to hate the little shit on principle, but perhaps that didn't extend as far as he'd originally assumed. 
 
    Milletra had been convinced by Hulkreug's coin to smuggle for him. Who was to say there weren't more people who could be paid into adopting the "fuck the poor" attitude that exacerbated so many problems in this city? 
 
    'Nyet. That won't be necessary,' Bearia spoke, opening her eyes and drawing Viktor's attention away from Ed. 
 
    'Mister Touch does not speak for anyone here save for himself, and he is not affiliated with us. We are here about the coin that the late Lord Erolo owed us, da, but not for the coin's own sake.' 
 
    'And what the hell is that supposed to mean?' 
 
    'Think about it,' Gomu said, not impolitely. 'Lym Erolo always was a big spender, his entire family has been, but they've been able to afford it until now. Then he becomes more erratic in the build-up to Theronl's war with the Graceland Countries, then bam, he seems to go insane and get himself involved with treason and witchcraft. When we loaned him the money, we were told it was an investment that would get paid off during the conflict, not currency to be spent procuring eye of newt and limb of murdered prostitute or whatever.' 
 
    'Shameless war profiteering, you mean.' Viktor scratched his chin through his mask, trying not to show that he was impressed that Gomu spoke so confidently for a man that was probably only three or four years above eighteen. 
 
    Gomu shrugged noncommittally with his good shoulder. 'Gracelandians and Theronlians died either way, the only difference was who wound up winning in the end and who got to collect the coins.' 
 
    'And did you, collect the coins?' 
 
    'Da, profit was had.' Bearia nodded. 'But now we have problem. We had no knowledge of Lym's stupid decision to go insane in the specific way he did, but now we are regardless on record with the Grimm as loaning him coin that is become dirty just by association with his name.' 
 
    Ah. They'd logged the transactions with the Grimmel. They made sense, seeing as the amount of currency passing hands was likely too large for the creditors to feel comfortable just leaving it as a written agreement with only Lym. They had probably felt asking the Grimmel to act as a witness was the saner move. 
 
    'To make matters worse, the Old Man in Red has become even less forgiving than ever,' Tika scowled, making a shrinking gesture with two dainty fingers of her gloved hand. 'In another province, allowing these transactions to get out is problematic and damaging to people's reputations. In Adelstrad...' 
 
    'It'll get you your head cut off,' Viktor finished. 
 
    'Yes,' Exaltress breathed, standing up and resting a hand on the back of her chair. Viktor watched her, looking for any movements towards her drawing a weapon but found none. 'That information is currently private thanks to the Grimmel's right of privacy, but we are funded largely by the Guild of Merchants. Now that there's an election tomorrow, and the Baron's preferred candidate is predicted to "win" quite handily...' 
 
    'It'll only be a matter of time before Lortly, and by extension, the Baron, gets access to the Guild's financial information, in turn accessing your financial information by virtue of holding stake in the bank and being able to draw up reports on operations.' 
 
    'And then he finds out my clients have, through no fault of their own, been placed in a less than comfortable position. So, Viktor, I hope you'll forgive my presumption, but I think you can understand why it was quite paramount we speak with you today, given that you've been ignoring my letters.' 
 
    Viktor tilted his head at Exaltress. 'Letters? I haven't received any mail lately that hasn't explode—Fucking Giblet!' he shouted angrily, purely by chance catching sight of what Giblet was chewing on in the corner of his eye. 
 
    She growled like a dog and clawed at him as he reached a hand into her mouth and pulled a half-ruined envelope stamped with the Grimmel's seal out of her jaws. The damn thing was sopping with her gob. 
 
    'How many of these have you eaten?!' He reached for the daily newsprint from the Guild of Rumours that had been left on the table that morning, rolling it up and gesturing at her threateningly. 
 
    'Not more than two dozen!' Giblet defended, ducking under his swipe. 
 
    'I should also note that we sent messengers to speak to you in person, but they came back to us with chew marks and more than a few had had the back of their trousers chewed off.' 
 
    'Giblet!' Viktor surged to his feet and chased after her. 
 
    'It's not my fault! Those evil humans stole my bank. I just get so angry every time I see their fucking seal on anything that it triggers my biologically eat-response!' 
 
    'You work in the Grimmel itself! How many times do you see that fucking seal in a day?!' Viktor demanded, lashing out with the newsprint and just barely missing the back of her head as she scrambled up one of the ruined curtains, only infuriating him further as her claws dug tiny holes into the expensive fabric. 
 
    'We tend to get around that by making sure she has seven duplicates of everything that passes onto her desk. Eventually she eats too much paper and vomits, then works on the last one or two duplicates that are left once she feels too ill to cause any more destruction,' Exaltress said. [DR91] 
 
    'I hate this city!' Viktor howled, pulling the curtains down and taking Giblet screaming down with them. 'I hate its laws and I hate its institutions! I hate its stupid cold climate and I hate the unattractive people who breath my air every second I'm here.' 
 
    'Oi!' Tika said, her and the other Adelstradians present gaining a distinctly offended look on their face. Except for Cuff, who stayed quiet and mostly just seemed happy that Viktor wasn't chasing him around with the rolled-up newsprint. 
 
    'Oh, shut up, you,' Viktor sighed, launching the newsprint at Tika. She jumped as it bounced off her nose and skewed her glasses. 'I'm still deciding if I even feel like helping you at all.' 
 
    'With respect,' Bearia growled, 'do not forget that you have inherited Lym's estate and his debts.' 
 
    'And yet you're not asking me simply to pay back the coin Lym owed, are you?' Viktor demanded, finally getting a hold of a screaming Giblet from inside the pile of curtains she had landed in, pinning her under his arm and wrapping her into a small mountain of fabric. 
 
    'Me simply paying you the money back wouldn't destroy the record of what you're owed. If you're that worried about Lym's dirty money, why not just eat the expenses and have Exaltress kill the records in-house?' Viktor trudged to the single surviving wine cabinet that had survived Mosaic's property damage, opening up a glass door and shoving Giblet inside, then closing it again and latching it shut for good measure. 
 
    She pressed her face against the glass and flipped him off as he stomped back to his seat. 
 
    'Well, we did loan Lym a lot of money,' Gomu hedged. 'First prize would obviously be to attain both our money back and… discretion.' 
 
    'Lym originally promised us our input capital plus twenty-five percent,' Tika explained, staring at Giblet's trapped form in the cabinet as if she was only now realising that Viktor was a dangerous lunatic that didn't give a fuck. 'There is an added complication.' 
 
    'The Grimmel has… mechanisms in place to prevent the destruction of documents,' Exaltress explained. 'Put in place by ancient Theronlian sorcerers. To explain without revealing trade secrets, a document can be destroyed only if the bank as well as any relevant signatories offer their assent. 
 
    'In this case, it's three separate writs of lending and their accompanying paperwork and outlining contracts that respectively require the permissions of Noble Houses Vin ley and Bon Bardas, and another from Merchant House Grenmald. As the new'—Exaltress coughed into an armoured hand—'excuse [DR92]the inaccurate terminology "Lord Erolo," your signature is required on each of the three documents in order to permit us to destroy them.' 
 
    'Assuming he even has one…,' Tika grumbled. 
 
    'Another comment like that out of your gob, Lady Vin Lay, and you'll feel my fucking fist,' Viktor snapped, pointing at her. 
 
    'So, basically, I have you by the balls and any money I give you is completely and totally optional on my part. I suppose it could even be said that if the assembled collection of bumpkins sitting at my table wants to minimise the chances of the Baron finding out about their oopsie daisy, I could even demand that you give me money for my time.' 
 
    They were all a little silent at that. Tika [DR93]looked like she was weighing the chances that she'd simply be able to murder Viktor then and there and try to fake his signature herself. 
 
    'And what about you, Ed?" Viktor turned to the older Blackclad. 'I don't believe for a second that you, if you were going against the dark laws, would have been stupid enough to write the transaction down instead of just trusting that Lym would [DR94]know that shorting you would be deadly. What are you here for?' 
 
    'Oh, no. I'm here almost purely for the large amount of coin I'm owed. Lym promised me a fifty percent increase.' Ed's face had become unreadable under his hood. 'Please do keep in mind that while you may, as you accurately surmise, "have these fools by the balls," you don't currently enjoy any such luxury with me. So I'd advise choosing your next few sentences carefully.' 
 
    Viktor crossed his arms in a mirror of the pose Bearia had taken, weighing up his options. True, he had wanted to force Stendeval into wiping these fools' minds so that he didn't need to deal with them, and being able to see some evidence of the Church's alleged miracles first-hand would be nice, but this was a distinctly unique situation. 
 
    They did their best to downplay it because of the political situation they found themselves in, but if there was an anti-Baron bloc outside the Guild of Merchants, this was it. They were in such a bad spot they had battered his gates down to get him to agree to kill some documents, even dispensing most of the usual pretence as they did so. 
 
    Viktor passed Ed another look. He had been uncertain at first, but it was clear now the man wasn't here about the money. He was putting on a good show for the sake of the nobles, but something in the way he spoke was a lot more formal than the single occasion Viktor had heard him speak before. Touch wasn't known for being an indirect man in his dealings. Much of the threats he was making Viktor's way were for the sake of keeping up appearances. 
 
    Ed wasn't normally the kind of guy that tolerated people giving him backtalk, but even he normally knew that it was easier to let Viktor get his jabs in rather than to try pick a fight with the man with the giant axe and the habit of leaving dead bodies behind when people looked at him funny. Not to mention, despite the fact that Ed was about as brutal as they came, he was also the man financing about half of the orphanages in the Lowers, so he certainly had learnt the kind of patience that only a man who spent so much time around children could muster. 
 
    A little needling didn't get a rise out of him, and as much money as Lym had owed, only about a fifth of that was supposed to go back to Touch. Not an amount of money that the man that called the shots in the Lowers would bother to fetch personally, especially not at a time like this and without ulterior motive. 
 
    He was using coin as an excuse to get into the meeting. He wanted eyes up here and he didn't trust anyone else to look for him. Viktor offered an unsubtle glare over his shoulder at Cuff, wondering if the accountant had been spying for Mickey or perhaps someone else. 
 
    Viktor turned back, and he almost missed the way Ed's shoulders tensed. Almost, but not quite. 
 
    Ah. There it was. No human was a perfect liar, and there were few things as disarming than for the person you were spying on to look your spy in the face. 
 
    'Explain to me what guarantee I have that I won't wind up dead as soon as I agree to kill this evidence for you. The paper trail might die, but you surely can't have the Baron's Blackclad opening his hole to the Old Man in Red once the ink is wet.' 
 
    'No, we can't.' Tika winced. 'Which is why we'd like you as well as all of your...staff present to agree to the use of a candour coupling.' 
 
    'Out of the question,' Stendeval said sharply from above them, having melded into the shadows so well that Viktor suspected the assembled fatboys had almost forgotten he was there. 
 
    'Ah.' Bearia flinched. 'Of course you would be hosting a templar of all things the same night we have cause to speak with you.' 
 
    Viktor was familiar with candour couplings,[DR95] even if he flinched at the direness. That lightning flashed outside as Stendeval spoke and that his gauntleted hands were digging their way into his railing only made it worse. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen: The Candour Coupling 
 
    'I sincerely hope you all realise that candour couplings kill people that attempt to go against their word,' Viktor seethed as Bearia pulled out a box and set it on the table, revealing two golden handcuffs with glowing molten runes carved into them. 
 
    The magic was overt, and just looking at the runes for too long gave Viktor a headache that couldn't have been due to the brightness alone. 
 
    'Da. Is a fool-proof method of discerning a man's honour. Contracts in Runskia are often made with such devices.' 
 
    'I suspect that's a good part of the reason why they are illegal in Adelstrad. No doubt you had some sorcerer somewhere make these for you,' Stendeval snarled, pacing angrily near Viktor. 'There's also a lesson in there about common sense. Those bastard devices kill only with consideration to the letter of an agreement, never the spirit of one.' 
 
    Viktor found himself agreeing with Stendeval. He gestured to the candour coupling with a disparaging hand. 
 
    'A man that promises to deliver a loaf of bread the day after an agreement gets hit by a cart and finds himself in the fucking hospital, unable to walk. The delivery doesn't get made, even despite the utterly understandable circumstances for the broken promise and then Ivar the Bread Maker fucking detonates in his bed.' 
 
    'Nyet,' Bearia shook her head. 'Of course we are not stupid enough to use them in such common circumstances, Viktor. These are only for the agreements that are important enough that "understandable circumstances" do not apply. Even if we wanted to, they are agonisingly rare and hard to create. This pair here is family heirloom. My grandfather claims they took almost two decades for a Theronlian sorcerer to create and cost as much as a castle.' 
 
    'You fools were the ones that got involved with Lym Erolo, and you did it because you were hoping to profit off the last of his business before he went mad completely and got himself killed. As far as I'm concerned, you deserve to get in the Baron's shit books.' 
 
    'Oh, you think so?' Tika hissed. 'And what do you think will happen, executioner, once that happens and we all inevitably lose our fucking heads? Do you think the Baron will be satisfied? Your name will be all over those documents too now that you've agreed to take Lym's estate.' 
 
    Viktor hissed, having considered that himself but hoping that no one else had. The Baron had truly manoeuvred Viktor into a tight spot for his insolence. Perhaps the zombies were mere coincidence and the templars had missed them only because of how far underground they were, [DR96]but it still wasn't a good look. 
 
    The Baron clearly needed the narrative to remain what it was if he was to be able to turn the current situation to his advantage. The moment the story changed from bomb treason to wild sorcery, it became infinitely harder for him to keep fingers pointed at the people he wanted to cut the heads off. 
 
    'I'm here on the Baron's own direct orders. He can't reasonably turn around and accuse me of—' 
 
    'Reasonable has nothing to do with it. Have you considered that you're here because you're a problem for him? It's a tidy little setup the old man has, fingering you and us in the same pie.' Gomu rubbed his chin pointedly. 
 
    'How do you come to the conclusion that the executioner of all people is a problem for His Grace?' 
 
    Tika snorted. 'Have you even left the Grand Cathedral lately?' She pulled fingers to count off. 
 
    'A smuggling operation that the executioner discovered essentially on his own, a brawl with a witch in the Temple Quarter that ended with that same witch deader than dead and Viktor sans a scratch, a raid on one of the city's most prominent noble houses with a small army of Blackclads that almost magically appeared in the Stone God damned Uppers of all places. 
 
    'Beating the shit out of a werewolf that killed something to the tune of three dozen people in that same Temple Quarter. After that, you threw sixty-seven people off a cliff. Then you thrashed the Guild of Merchants' foremost janissary in front of their own guild hall and bullied a Laughing Tomb assassin out of a window.' 
 
    'We get it, Lady Vin Ley,' Bearia interrupted her. 'The point is that the city is becoming almost more afraid of you than the Baron himself, and that is a very uncomfortable position for the man. Perhaps he's worried that you might start to get ideas.' 
 
    That surprised Viktor, but he couldn't deny that he had gone as far towards needling the man as the situation had allowed. He turned towards Ed. 
 
    'Is that true? What's the Lowers say?' 
 
    Ed was silent for a moment, likely considering his wording. 'You're still respected in my part of the city, but they're used to your antics, I suppose. The Middlemen and the Uppermen are more sheltered, and you've made them quite scared.' 
 
    Tch. Ed spoke around it well enough, but logic dictated that the Lowers would have been just as cautious around Viktor as the rest of the city. 
 
    Exaltress raised a palm in an attempt to bring calm to the agitated table. 
 
    'It's in the best interests of everyone seated at this table that precautions be taken, regardless what speculation about current political matters you believe. There's no harm in insuring ourselves.' 
 
    'Is there not?' Viktor asked. 'If the city is starting to feel change on the wind, then why bow to the Baron anymore? Why give him that power?' Viktor demanded. 
 
    Viktor…,' Stendeval said warningly. 
 
    'What, templar?' Viktor turned to him in his seat. 'You say you need this city's cooperation to perform your role, yes?' 
 
    'Yes.' 
 
    'So it doesn't actually matter worth a fuck if it's the Baron or someone else calling the shots. Why shouldn't the people in Adelstrad have more of a say in how things get fucking run? Hulkreug's brand of kleptocracy isn't to my taste, but merchants are semi-decent at putting a council together at least. It certainly seemed to work well enough for Oxenstein before that plague hit.' 
 
    Viktor turned to the table before Stendeval could answer. 'I battle to understand why you're all so fixated on adjusting every little thing about your lives because you're worried that old fuck might wake up one day and decide to projectile spray blood at you from his leaking old womanhood.' 
 
    Ed blanched a little at that, even as Gomu chortled, Bearia smirked, Tika looked scandalised and Exaltress tilted her head at him. Viktor put his hands one the table, gesturing at them all with angry palms. 
 
    '[DR97]Look at it like this. One of you is a crime boss that runs a full third of Adelstrad, the other one's a merchant scion steeped in weapons tradition, another is a high-ranking banker for the second-largest financial institution in the city that must have at least some clout if she can order Giblet around, then there's a noblewoman with her finger in a lot of pies in the Harbour District and another that owns like half of Adelstradian logging or whatever.[DR98]' He tilted his head at Bearia, having forgotten what the fuck she did for a living. 
 
    'Da,' she said simply. 'Logging and whatever puny agriculture this city is worth besides the family-owned homesteads.' 
 
    'Right.' Viktor pointed at her. 'Logging and agriculture. How much influence could you get if you just put an embargo on food shipments coming into the city? And standing behind me is a representative of the most powerful religion on the continent, who has the ear of the Adelstradian Hierarch himself. A single letter could have Goward Rowe and his very, very unhappy merchants and tradesmen pooling coin to hire sellswords. The Baron's Watch is so unhappy with the thousand and eight injustices they've had to suffer under the Baron's selected captains that I can privately confirm for you that the sergeants have had to start quietly paying their men extra not to tell the commissioned officers to go fuck themselves.' 
 
    Lukas had privately shared that little titbit with Viktor after the fiasco in the bank, revealing the true extent of the dissatisfaction with the way things were going, at least in the Upper Keep.  
 
    Viktor exaggerated, and certainly no Watch sergeant worth his salt would be caught dead paying for anything if he could help it, but the point stood in spirit. 
 
    Viktor pointed at himself. 
 
    'This, all of this, as you sit at a shattered table and speak to the inheritor of whatever the Erolos were worth, the man in this city who you all just said five seconds ago is almost as feared the Old Man in Red himself. 
 
    '[DR99]All of these resources and all this influence you have at your fingertips, combined with the countless angry mobs looking for someone to blame for this refugee crisis that's about to explode in the Lowers, and you tell me it's not enough to make you feel like the odds are in your favour?' 
 
    Silence reigned supreme for a long minute, and everyone assembled developed a pensive look on their face. Viktor knew this moment as one of conspiracy, watching as Tika gently picked her cold tea up with a shaking hand and took an unsteady sip, even as Gomu and Bearia engaged in a silent competition to see who could keep their eyes the closest to straight ahead while also watching the other for any signs of their thoughts. 
 
    Exaltress was still as the dead, not a single movement or sound coming from her, and Ed had leaned over the table with his chin resting in his hands, covering his mouth in a deliberate attempt to make himself impossible to read. 
 
    No one at the table wanted to be the first fool to agree with treason. 
 
    'The Baron has an army,' Gomu offered weakly, no doubt testing for reactions, wanting to see who agreed with his attempt to bring it back. 
 
    'So does the Guild of Merchants, every rich merchant or noble in this city that owns a shamblebrass or can afford to pay a guard, and every second motherfucker in the Lowers with a couple of buddies and half a bottle of spirits between them.' 
 
    'He has the Air Fleet,' Bearia said. 
 
    'House Highdark have smokeships too, and they can be fitted with ballistae. And Ludas and Thron Highdark both freshly owe me a favour.' 
 
    'He has control of all of the city's infrastructure.' 
 
    'The Guild of Steam can break that infrastructure.' 
 
    'He has the Watch,' Tika said. 
 
    'Does he? The Middle Keep is loyal to Rolt Solktin, who the Baron has recently had put on a kill list, the Upper Keep is loyal to Captain Lauter, whose son is still stationed there, and the Lower Keep is loyal to whoever can amuse them enough and spit some coin into their pockets.' 
 
    'He's got a point there,' Ed said. 'Even with the templars taking command of the Lowers, it's only nominal. If anything, doing business in and out has only gotten easier now that the Lower Watch have some overly pushy bosses that they feel like spiting by taking bribes.' 
 
    'Charming,' Stendeval drawled. 'I will have to make a note of this the next time I visit Sister Dominata and inform her of that much.' 
 
    Ed smirked in a rare display of levity. 'Bold of you to assume that Sister Dominata and I aren't already drinking buddies.' 
 
    'I… detest that I believe that,' Stendeval sighed, turning to Viktor. 'You realise you've just spoken about sixteen different varieties of treason, which is literally also heresy according to the teachings of the Stone God.' 
 
    'Doesn't the Stone God also teach to abhor the profane? I'm genuinely hard pressed to find someone that suits that description more than the Baron.' Viktor's gaze lingered on Stendeval for a moment. 
 
    'Ah, cherry picking verses and teachings from the Book of Stone to suit your own whims. I met a preacher once in the province who liked to do that. I wound up leaving him for the crows in an iron cage.' 
 
    'Said the templar, refusing to verbally acknowledge that maybe Viktor has a point,' Ed smirked. 
 
    No one else said anything for a few moments and, not wanting to lose momentum, Viktor decided to cut through the bullshit. 
 
    'Fine, let's play it like this. Gomu, if Bearia grabs a claymore and tries to storm the Crimson Palace, will you commit resources and men to it as well?' 
 
    'What? I never said I would—' Bearia protested. 
 
    'I know, Lady Bon Bardas, I am asking in the hypothetical.' 
 
    Viktor turned to stare at Gomu, who issued a legendary wince and chewed on his lip, not willing to look Bearia in the eye. 'I… honestly don't think I would, if you want me to be blunt.' 
 
    'Da, he says it with shame, but there is none. Jall does not offer ascension to warriors that die stupid and pointless deaths.' 
 
    'Alright, fair point. What if it was Bearia's men, and Tika's and the Church?' 
 
    'That's a little more acceptable?' Gomu shrugged. 
 
    'Kay. Tika, if Gomu somehow managed to convince the Guild of Merchants to get on his side and all, then grabbed a supermajority of men from the Watch?' 
 
    'I... Well, that would depend on—' 
 
    'Give me a number. How close to certain is that?' 
 
    'I, err, sixty percent?' 
 
    'And if all of the noble houses got involved, and every random thug from the Lowers got stuck in? You're all so paralysed with fear that you don't realise that you're the real power in this city, at least collectively. Who the fuck does the Baron have on his side? House Fairfax, Henrard Kolk and the Guild of Dust? Who else? 
 
    'Even one of you alone could offer the Baron a pot of trouble now that there's a War of Black Scales on, but you're all too gutless to even gang up on him while he's distracted and his attention's focused on the floating pile of planks and snow rapists flowing into the harbour? Please, Tika, tell me what business you will even have left once they take the Harbour District and burn it to the ground.' 
 
    She flinched at his voice, refusing to meet his gaze. 'I… would have some businesses left in the Lowers and the Middle—' 
 
    'Is Tika Vin Ley a pauper? Because right now she sure sounds like she's comfortable with the idea of being one. Is Bearia Bon Bardas a big fucking quivering pussy? Because she certainly offers that impression right now. Does Gomu Grenmald, whose family sells weapons, not have any idea which end of the spear goes into the tyrant?' 
 
    They offered him mean looks at that, but the embers had died before they could catch. On the other side of the table, Ed gave them all a disgusted look, seeming just as disappointed with the outcome as Viktor did. He offered Viktor a conciliatory shake of the head. 
 
    'With my greatest respect and admiration, Viktor, you're a foreigner to this province,' Exaltress sighed. 'As is Captain Lauter. Neither of you would ever be able to bring about change here. The Nameless Barons are the curse on this city. Every time one dies, another simply appears to take his place.' 
 
    'Dramatic.' 
 
    'No.' She shook her head. 'Have you never found it strange that there's no mention of a Baroness?' 
 
    'I assumed it because she died or something.' 
 
    '"She" never existed. There has never been a Baroness in the city, and no records exist of even one of the Nameless Barons taking a concubine. No one knows where they come from, or what drives them, but as soon as one dies—something that has never happened through any means but the cruel passage of time and old age despite hundreds of plots and assassination attempts—a new Baron simply appears, claiming the Mournful Throne.' 
 
    'Oh, bullshit,' Viktor spat. 'Old ghost stories and superstition—' 
 
    'The Hierarch tells me that he's seen it happen, Viktor,' Stendeval said quietly. 'That man is almost a hundred and twenty-seven years old. What the Stone God has offered as a blessing has become the curse of the decades. The Hierarch never tells a lie, and he says he saw what happened the last time a Nameless Baron died. He never offered details, but the banker speaks the truth when she says that attempting to kill the Baron is a futility.' 
 
    Viktor slammed his hand on the table, but said nothing, glaring daggers at the assembled cowards before him. 
 
    'Fine then, we'll keep to the business at hand. You all made a deal with Lym that stipulated a certain state of affairs. Now I find out that you want to alter the deal, and I'm willing to have that conversation, but you can fucking forget about that candour coupling. If you want me to wear those damn things and give my signature of consent to erase those records, you will forgive whatever debts Lym's estate owed you, then you will pay me a hundred and fifty gold pieces each.' 
 
    The clamour surged back into being at that. Tika stood to her feet and pointed at Viktor. 
 
    'That's outrageous! The deal you inherited—!' 
 
    'I am altering the deal, Lady Vin Ley. Hope to whatever god you worship that I don't alter it any further,' Viktor snapped, the force of his voice sitting Tika back down and causing Bearia to flinch where a moment before she had looked ready to draw steel. 
 
    'You're all some of the richest people in this city, no? You come into my house and make demands of me, you behave like pussies in front of my perfectly logically sound offers of treason, and then you expect me to put those fucking handcuffs around my wrists and risk killing myself just so that I can suffer the "privilege" of paying you back your blood money. You're lucky I'm in a good mood, otherwise I'd kill the men amongst you and sell the women to the Slavers' Guild for fucking meat.' 
 
    Tika and Gomu winced, even as Bearia offered a subdued glower and Exaltress seemed to fidget in her seat. 
 
    'I think perhaps the threats are somewhat unnecessary, Viktor,' she said diplomatically. 
 
    'This entire conversation was necessary only in the sense that it provided me useful information. I will agree to allow those documents to be destroyed but understand that in return I expect leniency with my debts. Most certainly I'm not going to entertain this talk of any candour couplings made by any cheese-fucking sorcerers in Theronl or Runskia or wherever you got those damned things.' 
 
    'Y-Yes, of course,' Exaltress said, immediately perking up as the conversation turned at least slightly more towards something resembling a semi-sane negotiation. 'I'm sure my clients would be more than happy to discuss a reduction of the owed interest. 
 
    Viktor found himself agonising against the urge to have Stendeval wipe all of their minds of this conversation and simply kick them all out of his house, but by the way Exaltress described it, the paperwork was significantly more permanent than he would have thought. 
 
    Tika had unfortunately made a good point when she mentioned that he was at risk as well with this. That the Baron himself had ordered him to take on Lym's estate would get swept under a rug in an Adelstradian court, and no doubt the old tyrant had some ways of making him appear much guiltier in this situation than he actually was. 
 
    Perhaps he'd wave a hand and some courtiers would materialise, ready to present faux evidence that Viktor and Lym had previously had illegal dealings with one another or some tosh to that effect. Maybe the Baron would find sick irony in painting Viktor as the mastermind of Olga and Lym's ploy, certainly his status as a Blackclad wouldn't help him there. 
 
    The old man was rapidly cleaning up anything that made the situation anything other than the neat little story of witchcraft he wanted it to be. The revelation that both Gauss and Lieutenant Kor had at least something to do with the witchcraft made Viktor suspect that the Baron might have even had a reason to trim people that might have been a problem for him without asking too many questions. 
 
    Perhaps the old man felt like it was better to be safe than sorry, in some twisted way. Dead people couldn't toy around with witchcraft and corpses carried no swords against their liege. 
 
    And despite Tika's attempts to make her little group of fools as unliked by him as possible, even Viktor didn't think these people deserved to die just for associating with Lym, and that was what would happen if the magically-sealed documents weren't made to evaporate. 
 
    Tika scowled a little, turning her head aside from Viktor but saying nothing as Bearia nodded. 'Da. I am not unreasonable, of course. But there is the matter of the...guarantee we were hoping the coupling would offer.' 
 
    'No. I'm more than happy to have a conversation with you people like halfway functional adults, but if you don't get those bloody things off my table and back into their box this instant, I'm going to become violent. Besides, what reason could I possibly have for agreeing to destroy the documents but then blabbing to the Baron verbally?' 
 
    'You may not have one now, but I'm sure you of all people know what kind of information comes out during torture,' Tika pointed out, losing a little bit of the heat in her voice now that Viktor was offering at least a little concession. 'Whether your intentions are honourable or not, men acquainted with hot coals tend to have tales to tell.' 
 
    Ironic that she said that as Viktor had considered using hot coals on Kor upstairs. He eventually decided against it because had the struggling victim tended to splatter coal dust everywhere, it would have been a pain to get out of the few intact rugs that he was hoping to sell for coin. 
 
    'And yet, I've just all talked some pretty blatant treason. What guarantee have I that you fools won't attempt to ask for leniency by throwing me under the cart if the Baron clasps you in chains?' 
 
    Exaltress tapped her fingers against one another in a metallic rhythm that spoke of her thoughts being elsewhere. Viktor got the sense she was trying to avoid giving any indication that she thought he had a point, seeing as verbalising such information would not be in the best interests of her clients. 
 
    'That's not an unfair counterpoint, Tika,' Gomu eventually offered, giving the prickly noblewoman a sheepish look. 'Talk of contracts can go along until the sun rises, but there's no point if we can't at least trust one another not to be suicidally quick to blab.' 
 
    'Hence what the candour coupling was for,' Tika shot back. 
 
    'And yet there's not much point in them if Viktor's not willing. Bearia herself said those things can't be used on people that are even slightly under coercion.' 
 
    Tika made a dismissive gesture at Gomu with her hands, crossing her arms but not making any more complaints. Exaltress peered at them all for a moment, then pulled a stack of parchment off her desk and gently tapped it against the table. 
 
    'Very well. Given the situation as it is, Viktor, would a seventeen percent interest return instead of twenty-five percent be acceptable?' 
 
    'Psh, no. I was thinking something more along the lines of five percent.' 
 
    Tika spat her tea out at that. 'You're mad.' 
 
    'No, I'm savvy. I'll also be needing you to give me a six-month extension on the date those amounts are due, as well as five gold pieces each.' 
 
    'What? For what?' Gomu asked. 
 
    'Don't forget that I do still sort of have you by the balls. Your treason is available for the Baron to observe on indestructible paper. Mine is just hearsay from dishonest nobles looking for any way to escape punishment.' 
 
    'There's a priest, an accountant and a goblin in a cabinet in the room right now.' Tika pointed around them. 
 
    'Hobgoblin,' Giblet protested from inside the cabinet. 'And also, I heard nothing. I'm afraid I may have accidentally gone deaf and blind while I was trapped inside the container of fear, severely inconveniencing Exaltress and her ilk at the worst possible time. I'm better now, naturally.' 
 
    'What? What about—?' 
 
    'Apologies.' Stendeval shrugged. 'I was busy praying. Priests do that sometimes. If you'd all prefer that I not see any candour couplings to report to the Hierarch, then I suppose I didn't really see or hear much of anything else either.' 
 
    Tika opened her mouth, turning to Cuff, only to be met with the sight of the hilariously obvious fake moustache Cuff had pulled out of his pocket and stuck onto his face, along with a big nose carved out of wood and a large pair of spectacles that he'd awkwardly shoved atop his existing frames. 
 
    'Err, hello. My name is Antonio,' Cuff said in a truly horrible Runskian accent that left Bearia looking decidedly offended. 'I come from far away country and am being here only to clean toilets and find true love, blyat.' 
 
    'Antonio isn't even a Runskian name!' Bearia protested as Tika put her head in her hands, impacting [DR100]the table. 
 
    'I hate you people. I hate everyone in this entire city so much,' she said quietly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen: The Turn 
 
    'I hope you realise that provoking them, trying to bully them into treason and then extorting them hasn't made you any favours among Houses Grenmald, Bon Bardas or Vin Ley, Viktor.' Cuff fidgeted awkwardly with his collar, eyeing the bloodied chair Lieutenant Kor was still strapped to, alive but gagged. 
 
    No doubt the accountant was wondering if he was next in line for the torture chair. 
 
    'Don't forget the Grimmel Bank and Ed Touch, though to be fair, the former of them seemed shockingly near to almost being reasonable, which is miraculous around here, and you and I both know Ed Touch doesn't scare that easily. I would've known he was here for information even without having previously figured out that you were spying on me.' 
 
    Cuff toyed[DR101] with his sleeves as End watched the accountant impassively and Viktor busied himself with applying a generous amount of salvestone to Kor's wounds. 
 
    'He, uh, didn't give me much choice. Put a pouch of coin in my hands and gave me marching orders. I'm sorry. You know how badly things go for people that disobey Touch.' 
 
    'I know, and that's why I'm not angry, just irritated, but not at you. Ed has gotten a bit big for his boots lately, it seems. Does Mickey know?' 
 
    'No, if she did, she'd freak. Ed told me it was a one-off, and that nothing would happen to my—' Cuff caught himself, and the worry in his voice gave away that Ed Touch had threatened someone or something important to him. 'Look, he said it was an in and out job, and that there was zero risk of you getting hurt.' 
 
    'Did you believe him?' There was no judgement in Viktor's voice. 
 
    'I did. Ed Touch is many things, but he's not dishonest in his business dealings.' 
 
    Viktor sighed, nodding. 'Maybe go pull Giblet out of her cabinet. I need the two of you to focus on your work for now. I don't care if you have to hire a seneschal or completely redo all of my finances. Auction or sell off everything that you can, including the furniture and the kitchen sink.' 
 
    'I understand.' 
 
    'And make sure you let Giblet out of that cupboard. I think she might be running out of air by now.' 
 
    'Right.' The accountant tilted his head and made to leave. 
 
    'And Cuff?' 
 
    'Y-yes?' 
 
    'Please promise me that you understand that I'm not going to take this out on you when your back is turned. If I find out you got no sleep tonight because you were expecting a dagger in the back, it's going to make me feel like shit, understand?' 
 
    'I... Uh, yes.' Cuff gave him a pensive look. 'Look, Vik, I...know that lately you and I have been stepping on one another's toes a lot, but...' He took in a deep breath. 'I really appreciate you not defaulting to rolling over me at the first provocation.' 
 
    Viktor nodded at the smaller man. 'It is getting a little late, by the way. Storm's not letting up. You can ask Hillary to make up a guest room for you tonight, if you want.' 
 
    Cuff bit his lip contemplatively, then turned to regard the storm outside, flinching at the angry green lightning that was now being joined by sporadic bouts of blue. 
 
    'Yeah, I think I'll do that.' 
 
    Kor looked at him like he'd grown a second head as Cuff left, no doubt having expected Viktor's wrath to be most unkind. Even End tilted her head at him in surprise as Viktor pulled Kor's gag out, letting the man cough up spit and the last of the blood in his mouth. Kor leaned forward in his seat, spitting all over the floor. 
 
    'Thanks, I was thinking that the room needed more human waste fluid all over the rugs. Really brings the place together.' 
 
    'Fuck off,' Kor sneered. 'You've gotten the answers you wanted, Viktor, unsatisfactory as they are. Do me a favour and just get to the next part quickly. I'd do the same for you.' 
 
    'So eager to die, Kor?' 
 
    'No, but we both know you aren't going to let me leave this room alive, so I'm not going to make a bitch out of myself by begging.' 
 
    'I'm not going to kill you, Kor.' 
 
    'Then you're stupid. If you keep me here, I'll find a way to get out.' 
 
    'I’m not keeping you here either, Kor.' 
 
    Kor gave him a funny look. 'That so? Then what's stopping me from going back to Gauss?' 
 
    Viktor moved towards the table, picking up the small box Bearia had brought in with her. 'As it turns out, the need for me to kill you has been precluded. A new acquaintance agreed to loan me this, as a token of good faith.' 
 
    Kor's eyes went a little wide, but he made a good sport of not showing his hesitation. 'You know those fucking things are illegal.' 
 
    'As Father Stendeval told me, before he had to leave to destroy certain magical dolls, but you're fortunate. I just need your word that you'll keep your mouth shut about tonight and refrain from working against me or Nikolas again, and then you'll be free to go.' 
 
    'You know I can't promise that, executioner.' Kor leaned back in his seat. 'Gauss finds out you made me talk, she'll gut me. Candour coupling doesn't make it better. Those things don't work under duress, and everybody knows it, so she’ll still assume I was willing to fuck around behind her back and end me.' 
 
    'And yet, in that situation you only wind up dead if Gauss finds out and if she's the one deciding who gets gutted.' 
 
    'Speak fucking plainly. I don't have any time for this void-speak you seem to like so much.' 
 
    'Fine. I'll be blunt, Kor. Once I'm done with our little werewolf problem, I'm going to kill the Baron and put someone less insane on the Mournful Throne.' 
 
    'You're insane,' Kor shot back instantly. 'If you think even a single word of what you just said is even possible, then you're actually, genuinely stupid.' 
 
    'Is that so?' Viktor closed the box, moving back to the desk and putting it back. 'You’re privy to at least some details from inside the Crimson Palace, aren't you, Kor?' 
 
    'Yeah, tiny piece here and there, mostly overheard from Gauss when she's drunk? Why?' 
 
    'Is the Baron scheduled to execute Hulkreug DeWinter and Lym Erolo soon?' 
 
    'Fucking time is it?' 
 
    End pivoted her head towards the wall clock, finding it broken from the siege. She sighed, pulling down a sleeve over pale flesh and checking the row of seven separate stolen pocket watches she had hanging off her wrist. 'Five minutes to midnight.' 
 
    'There's your answer. Gauss told me it was supposed to happen today, and some of the more superstitious watchmen say it always happens at midnight when the Baron does it. Some people think it makes the blood more nourishing for when he uses it as bathwater to stay immortal.' 
 
    'Kor, I've seen the Baron's hands, at least. They're old and crinkly.' 
 
    'Right, but I said immortal, not forever young. You can be one without the other, fool.' 
 
    Viktor scoffed. 'Who told you all that bullshit?' 
 
    'Private Rosh McCarack, actually. I understand you and him are close or whatever.' 
 
    'I mean, not really, but we're familiar. I didn't realise you and him spoke, much less gossiped. You do realise that's a fraternisation violation, you being an officer?' 
 
    'Damn right, but that's the reason we only gamble in the northern weapons store on weekends. Rosh probably didn't tell you he runs illegal gambling out of there. There's the occasional whore.' 
 
    'That...makes me feel very left out.' 
 
    'Please, Viktor, we've all seen the way you blanch at the sight of a whore, you closeted prude.' Kor actually chuckled a little, leaning back in his seat. 'Besides, we all knew you'd blackmail us to keep quiet if you found out.' 
 
    'Yeah, and how the fuck did I not find out, Kor?' 
 
    'It's a big keep.' 
 
    'And yet gambling dens tend to be sort of easy to spot once you find one.' 
 
    'Look, let's just say that certain interested parties have undertaken certain actions that enable us to remain discreet and—' 
 
    'Fuck's sake. It's that one Stone God damned loose floorboard in the storeroom, isn’t it? That moustached fuck dug a den out under there, didn't he?' 
 
    Kor scowled. 'Had the rat bastard not cheated me at cards the least time we played, therefore incentivising me to tattle on him in a last act of defiance before you kill me, the ease with which you guessed that would infuriate me.' 
 
    'I keep telling you that I'm not planning to kill you, Kor.' 
 
    'Very un-Viktor-like.' 
 
    'What do you want me to say, Kor? That I'm fucking tired and that I want to go to sleep and that killing you would take like an extra hour if I included the time to hide the body and another fucking six to clean all the blood up off my floors and carpets? That is time spent not asleep, and is therefore not pleasing to me.' 
 
    'Yeah, princess needs her beauty sleep,' Kor sighed. 'You got any idea how much I wanna go to fucking bed? Being tortured makes you sleepy, Viktor. The fucking salvestone does too. Err, thanks for the salvestone, by the way. You're still a motherfucker whose throat I will stab, but you get the idea.' 
 
    'Yeah, yeah. Don't mention it or whatever. End.' Viktor turned to her. 'How much longer?' 
 
    'A minute, about. Why do you keep asking?' 
 
    'You'll see. Give me a hand moving Kor towards the window? I have something I want you to see, Lieutenant.' 
 
    'Oi!' Kor said, a little panicked. 'Throwing me out the window's a little bit cruel, don't you—?' 
 
    'Kor, I'd like to draw your attention to the fact that the window lacks an opening hinge through which to throw a man-sized object. However, I will crash you out of the motherfucking window if you don't stop whinging and think lightweight thoughts, you fat fuck.' 
 
    'I'm not fat,' Kor protested as they both slowly pushed him towards the glass pane. 
 
    'Yeah, well you've got something weighing you down, fatboy,' End growled. 'Is that coin in your pockets are you just happy to see me?' 
 
    'Actually, I'm just really aroused from the sound of your voice and—Egh!' Kor grunted as End gave him a little extra shove into the glass, pancaking his face against it. 'Right, yeah, okay. Not one for flirting, got it. What am I supposed to be looking at?' 
 
    'The palace. You see that one tower off to the side? The one with the weird walkway?' 
 
    'All the walkways are weird, this is Adelstrad.' 
 
    'The very weird one, you muppet.' 
 
    'The fuck about it?' 
 
    'End, time?' 
 
    'Fifteen seconds to midnight.' 
 
    'Good. Keep watching that tower, Kor.' 
 
    Viktor pressed the man's face further into the glass, trusting that Kor wouldn't be stupid enough to get caught looking away. 
 
    'Alright, funny guy, what the hell am I supposed to be looking at—?' 
 
    The sight of the Baron's tower rumbling in place as an ominous blue glow erupted out of it shut him up. The light was blinding, silently passing through every small window in the tower and careening into the sky. A display brighter than the sun would have been were it daytime. 
 
    'The fuck is th—?' 
 
    The detonation came a moment after, erupting out of the tower as it cracked in two from the force of the explosion. Blue and white fire erupted out of the two destroyed halves of the tower as rock and steel flew everywhere, propelled in every direction by the detonation. 
 
    'Viktor,' End asked in horror, slowly moving backwards and away from the window, tripping over her own feet in shock and landing on her arse. 'What have you done?' 
 
    'The necessary thing, End. Not much more, and not much less.' 
 
     The entire structure went up in a blue fireball that tore over the tower and the walkway, scorching the side of the palace. The bizarrely made little tower tilted precariously on its support struts and finally gave way, falling into the crevice below in a screaming, burning wreck of molten steel and stone melted into blue magma. 
 
    'It's not difficult to smuggle blue pixiedust into a place if you know how, Kor. It is additionally not difficult to wire that pixiedust to explode.' 
 
    Kor gaped silently, not believing what he was seeing, and even End stared at him. 'That's...not possible. The Baron is the most paranoid man in the city. He would have found it.' 
 
    'Would he? Lym Erolo has been near-comatose ever since he was captured. It wasn't hard to put the makeshift bomb in his stomach and rig it to his heartbeat. I have a man for that.' 
 
    'I... You're lying. There's no way the Baron's dead.' 
 
    'You think he could have survived that?' Viktor sighed. 'Your choice is a simple one, Kor, and I'm offering it to you only because you have the potential to be useful. I need a spy in Gauss's metaphorical camp, and you have proven that she trusts you at least enough to put the disappearance of prisoners in your hands.' 
 
    'I...' Kor gulped but otherwise said nothing, no doubt realising just what he had gotten himself into. 'The hell's in it for me?' 
 
    'Look around, you idiot, I am freshly a rich man. I can't force you to put those couplings on and I can't force you to swear any oaths to me, but you yourself said Gauss would kill you if she found out you talked. You're a loose end, and I'm not above feeding you to her just to be a prat. So you have a choice. The losing side...' Viktor pointed at the smoking remnants of the tower, which was just starting to swarm with confused courtiers and combat shambles, then to his own chest. 'Or me.' 
 
    Kor licked his lips, nervously shifting his gaze between Viktor and the palace. 
 
    'Decide, Kor.' 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was only after Kor had spent four entire hours swearing oath after oath in the most binding, most immaculate phrasing Viktor could muster and demanding in turn steep price upon steep price upon insurance upon contingency that they had both been mutually satisfied, or at least content enough to not immediately resort to shanking one another. 
 
    End had stared unknowably at Viktor as he had then untied Kor and simply allowed the watchman to leave with a phial of salvestone in his pocket and a heavy purse of silvers in his hands. 
 
    'That was a mistake. You should have killed him,' she said sharply as soon as she'd seen Kor leave through the office window. 
 
    'I disagree. Kor may not be trustworthy, and he may not be honest, but these things don't mean that he isn't useful. He offered a verbal contract that's so binding that if I were to attempt to make a pact with a demon, I genuinely don't think it'd have very good odds of screwing me over.' 
 
    'Said every man that ever made a bargain with a demon, ever.' 
 
    'And yet the consequences of Kor going back on his word aren't the forfeiture of my soul. This is before we again revisit the fact that doing so will magically stop his heart.' 
 
    'Gauss will see those burns the candour couplings left on his arms.' End tilted her head at the similar scars on Viktor's forearms, ugly red burning things left in the imprint of the chains they had needed to wrap around their arms in order to activate the magic. 'You've both used them so much that the wounds are still glowing.' 
 
    'Nothing a course of salvestone won't fix, hence why I gave it to him.' 
 
    'And yet you didn't make me promise to keep my mouth shut, and Cuff saw Kor tied to the chair. He made a good show of killing his reaction, but if he was spying for Ed Touch...' 
 
    'More likely that Cuff is still spying for our favourite crime lord. I suspect Ed has something on him. Right now, it'd be good if Cuff went back and told Ed what he saw. Touch seems to be worried enough about me that he felt like coming up here and checking up on me himself. I wonder if he's somehow gotten the idea in his head that I'm out to replace him. 
 
    'If I've gotten to the point where I've—at least from Cuff's perspective—started kidnapping and presumably murdering watchmen with such confidence, it might make Touch think twice before he picks a fight. Still, I'll eventually smooth that over with him. Yay.' 
 
    'Psh. Not that you'd need to, seeing as you might as well be a Moneybag at this point. Even Touch has limits on the people he can target with impunity.' 
 
    'Mmm...' Viktor sighed over the documents Giblet had put on Lym's desk a few days before. 
 
    'I'm starting to feel like a Moneybag, with all the paperwork. Giblet has very begrudgingly suggested I put Exaltress in charge of my finances, especially for the small pile of little failing business I now own. She apparently specialises in hands-on oversight of her clients' interests, whereas Giblet functions more as a forensic accountant. Well, as much as she can, given how hard it can be to pull people's financial information in Adelstrad. And Cuff's specialty is in committing the financial crimes, not discovering them.' 
 
    'I don't see you telling me why you aren't worried I'll talk.' End crossed her arms. 'Should I be concerned I might get treated as a loose end, Viktor?' 
 
    'Not really, seeing as I'm not a casual fucking sociopath, and I can rely on the fact that you fucking adore me, End.' 
 
    'I certainly wouldn't go that far,' she shot back immediately. 
 
    'Not out loud, but I think at the very least I've proven that I'm a trustworthy person that in turn trusts you with my secrets, End. I know you and I have sometimes had our rough patches, and I know you dislike speaking about the circumstances of our meeting, but I care about you too much to let you think you're not my friend before you're a business associate... Never mind that I feel like I've long since proven that I'm at least a semi-decent human.' 
 
    Viktor shrugged carefully, aware that End disliked it when he mentioned the story out loud. 
 
    He felt her scowling at him from under her bandages. 'You know what they say about assuming and what it makes out of people, Viktor.' 
 
    'I'm not, alright? I'm not trying to fucking assume things, End. These last few weeks have been as shit for me as everyone else, what do you want me to say? I'm not somehow immune to it just because I'm scary and I used to have a big axe. Has it occurred to you that I'm slightly terrified of the rapidly growing list of people who want me done in and the very rapidly dwindling number of people I can actually trust? I was fully prepared to take Kor's head because, unlike you, Kor cannot be trusted. If I've leaned on you overly much, then I'm sorry, but I'm sans of options.' 
 
    She turned her head aside, and he didn't need to see her face to know she was blushing. 
 
    'Stupid motherfucking emotionally manipulative executioner hitting me right in the fucking feels... Miserable cunt…,' she spat angrily to herself. 
 
    He sighed, getting up and peering out of the window. Below, the city was in a mild amount of chaos. The detonation had been bright, and even though Viktor imagined scarcely anyone that wasn't a courtier knew where the Baron's private office was, an explosion in the Crimson Palace was still a scary thing for a city about to come under siege. Fires had broken out, and watchmen went through the streets in droves, cracking down on rioters and protestors. 
 
    No doubt Gauss would be moving quickly to blockade key parts of the city. She couldn't be having the Guild of Merchants getting any ideas in the confusion. As it was though, he imagined they were still confirming the Baron's death, and even more time would need to be spent for the courtiers to process the shellshock before either a replacement was chosen, or the city descended into anarchy. 
 
    'Why the sudden irritation with me now, End?' 
 
    'Don't be stupid with me, Viktor. You can't just fucking casually detonate the Crimson Palace and expect me to go along with it. Has it occurred to you that I'm part of this now, without agreeing to much of anything?' 
 
    'Ah, so kidnapping, torturing and then murdering a Watch lieutenant is fair game, but when I come near to a solution with some of the problems in Adelstrad, you get on my case? I'm sort of shy of many options to brag about myself, End.' 
 
    She balled her hands into fists, refusing to acknowledge that he had a point. 'Viktor, you don't even know he's dead. He may not have been in his office.' 
 
    'The Baron conducts all his own executions personally and by his own blade. He would have had to be. Even if he is somehow alive, he'll be almost dead, and the vipers in the Crimson Palace will probably finish the job for me once one of them realises the throne's up for grabs. Druke Fairfax has a reputation for power-hungry militancy, my money's on him.' 
 
    'There were a few seconds of light before that explosion happened. The Baron may have had time to—' 
 
    'To what, run onto the walkway and then fall off it when the blast destroyed it? I almost think that would be better. Let the grumpy old fuck fall to his death instead of getting a swift end from the blast.' 
 
    End started pacing angrily, pulling at the cloths covering her head. 'Fine. Alright. I grant that the chances are small, and he could only have survived that if there was some magical bullshit, which is unlikely because the Baron cracks down on that stuff so harshly for a reason.' 
 
    'So what's the problem?' 
 
    End threw her hands up. 'Fucking prick. Has it occurred to you that I'm worried you'll get yourself killed? There, I said it. Print it on a fucking banner and wave it in front of the Rat's Ass for all the shits I give. It's better than you getting killed over this idiocy. Fuck Lauter, alright? Fuck him and fuck his son and fuck the Baron and fuck magic.' 
 
    End braved the approach to him, moving forward on silent steps and looking up at him. 'I...I'm scared I'm going to find you dead if this keeps up, Viktor. Just leave the city. That's all you have to do. Mickey's in charge of the Smugglers' Guild now. We can sneak you out in a smokeship and—' 
 
    'You know that's not an option, End.' 
 
    'It should be.' She gave him a shove that was probably harder than it was meant to be, seeing as his back hit the glass and left a spiderweb of cracks in it. 
 
    'Fuck! I'm so sorry, I swear that was an accident,' she sputtered, all traces of anger gone. 
 
    Viktor scowled and raised a hand up, imminently ready to disregard the chivalric code's stance on beating the shit out of women half your size. Then he caught End's posture, shrunk in on herself and staring at her hands. One of the cloth wraps on her wrist had slipped, revealing the intricate little layers of clockwork amid torn strips of alabaster skin. 
 
    He sighed, feeling his own anger evaporate. End hissed and hastily moved to cover up her wrists with the cloth. Viktor gently put a hand on her wrist. 
 
    'I thought you were seeing Henrey for patch-ups.' 
 
    'I...am. I just haven't had much time lately. Between Mickey sending me on every second job she needs done and helping you out with this bullshit, I've been busy.' 
 
    'I'm sorry. If you'd said something, I would have—' 
 
    'Found someone else that wasn't nearly as good at my job as me, which is exactly why I didn't tell you.' End chuckled bitterly. 'It's funny. You'd think the creature of literal clockwork would have an easier time managing its...well, time.' 
 
    'End...' He put his hands on her shoulders. 'Bad habits fallen back on during times of stress just make you feel twice the shit you were to begin with. You're a "her," not an "it." I've told you this before.' 
 
    She was silent, staring up at him in the kind of unspoken intimacy that was utterly devoid of romance and yet was so much more than the average pair of lovers could ever develop. 
 
    'The fact that you tell me that every time I slip is why I can't wake up the day after you get killed, Viktor. This city is unworthy of you, most especially it's unworthy of your death. No one here deserves that. You don't deserve that.' 
 
    Slowly, she pressed her forehead against his chin, the almost imperceptible sounds of gears rattling against one another reaching his ears. End shook, even as he put his arms around her and pulled her into a tight hug. 
 
    'If that's your concern, then just say as much. Typical surly woman, doing that thing where you criticise me as a substitute for telling me what your actual concerns are. I suppose it's that time of the month. What, do you need an oil change or something?' 
 
    End chuckled despite herself, but the sound came out distorted with distressed static. 'You absolute misogynist fuck, I can't believe I look up to you...' 
 
    'Neither can I, hence why I don't want you to have to find my body either, End...' 
 
    The shaking increased a little, and she slowly returned the hug, careful not to hurt him with the pistons in her arms. 
 
    'We have to move forward.' He put a hand on her head, rubbing a circle in the bandages. 'I can't keep fighting off ghosts, witches, werewolves and demons on one hand and then be expected for deal with the Baron, the merchants, the Blackclads and the Church on the other. This entire exercise with Kor was an exercise in simplifying everything on my plate before we're neck deep in axe-hurling, demon-worshipping savages with bad breath.' 
 
    Gently, he moved away from her, trying not to dwell on the way her hands lingered on his shoulders as he moved towards the desk. 
 
    'This madness needs to stop.' 
 
    To punctuate his point, Viktor pulled up the chess board that had infuriated him so much the last time he had attempted to interacted with it, gently placing it onto the desk and proving his point by plucking the red king piece off the board, replacing it several red pawns. 
 
    'Whether the Baron survived the explosion or not is irrelevant. The result is the same either way. He has been proven to not be nearly as strong as he likes to project, and the sharks will smell blood. Either Druke Fairfax will take the Mournful Throne, or the Church will step in and declare Adelstrad a diocese-governance. 
 
    'Stendeval assures me he can handle Olga and Stimlyf's fucking faces. As[DR102] of tonight, I have a spy in Gauss's office in the Upper Keep, and I'm freshly acquainted with some of the players in the Middle. All I need to do now is get Ed Touch to stop trying to provoke people into a fucking fight and maybe see if I can either coerce Lortly or convince Goward Rowe into cooperating with whoever calls the shots, at least until the Nordlings are dealt with.' 
 
    'And your ongoing assassin problem? You still have no idea who hired them.' 
 
    'It was either the Baron trying to keep his house tidy and stop me from running my mouth, or it was Olga and Stimlyf, or it was one of the thousand people in Adelstrad that dislike my fucking face. The end result is the same, as is the solution.' 
 
    'What's that?' 
 
    Viktor sighed, digging around the desk and pulling out a letter. 
 
    'Another one?' End asked, slowly composing herself. 'I'm not your mailman.' 
 
    'No, you're my mail-woman. Don't forget those perky little piles of happiness on your chest, End. They have value to society and shit like that or whatever. For my pressing new need for security, I might use Mosaic, but his men aren't allowed in the Uppers and that isn't likely to change very soon. Fortunately for me, I happen to know a mercenary that's freshly out of work and utterly unwilling to take coin from the Baron, on account of his family getting killed for treason when he was young.' 
 
    End tilted her head at him. 'What makes you think Mulkin won't just knife you in the face as soon as he sees you? You took his hand in that barfight that one time.' 
 
    Viktor pulled out a gold cube, gesturing to it pointedly. 'Observe, as I perform a magic trick that involves appealing to base human greed.' 
 
    End glared at hm a little bit, then snatched the letter and the gold up. 'As retribution for you getting on my case for the fact that I allegedly "care about your fucking face," I will of course shave some of the gold off this.' 
 
    Viktor bounced some silvers off her face. 'Yeah, already accounted for that, dickhead.' 
 
    'Don't throw money at me, dickhead, it's rude.' End flipped him off, but quickly scooped all the coins off the floor before heading out the front doors, leaving Viktor alone with himself. 
 
    He leaned back in his chair with a sigh, crossing his arms and listening to the storm rage outside. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen: The Baron's Guard 
 
    'I know you needed a favour from me today, Vik, but I'll be honest, I don't begrudge having a hard man in my cart today. Streets are fucking dangerous since last night,' Randy muttered as he manoeuvred his cart through the Middle Gate, cursing and swearing up a storm as he battled to steer the shamblebrasses he'd loaned from the locals to get around town. 
 
    'Careful. It's Eis today,' Viktor subvocalised, pointing at the face of a dead drug addict he was wearing today. 
 
    Randy shivered, looking away. 'Yeah, don't fucking remind me. Stone God, that's a creepy habit you have.' 
 
    'Not as if I do it recreationally, Randy. Getting around is getting around.' 
 
    Viktor eyed the carnage around the gate. In the wake of the attack on the palace, most everyone had assumed the Nordlings were chucking spells into the city. The Baron's Guard had immediately moved to repel a siege, thinking that groups of barbarians would start to trickle out of the Black Forest. When no such attack came and people realised that not only had the palace been hit, but it wasn't something the Nordlings were likely responsible for, panic and confusion had set in. 
 
    A few scattered groups of Brownies and Blackclads in the Lowers had had the bright idea of trying to sneak into the Middle during the confusion. That was apparently a historic problem the city had during a siege, people trying to get one level higher and behind more layers of walls. The denizens of the Lowers were especially prone to that kind of thinking, seeing as they were acutely aware of just how expendable they were to the city's more respectable classes. 
 
    The Baron's Guard had reacted poorly. Viktor knew from the moment Nikolas had said Druke Fairfax had been put in charge of the guardsmen stationed in the city that they wouldn't be nearly as gentle as the Watch had been under Nikolas. 
 
    And yet, even he had been surprised to see squads of men in red leather and steel chest plates roaming the aftermath of the attempt to sneak past the gate with ladders and tunnelling equipment. Viktor estimated there were a dozen dead brownies and about as many dead Blackclads, killed in the street with crossbow bolts protruding out of them as if they were pincushions. 
 
    Still,[DR103] the men roamed among the corpses, taking the occasional stab with their swords and pikes and making sure none had survived. More than a few had attracted carrion birds by now. 
 
    Adelstradian crows were about thrice the wingspan of a normal crow, and their beaks were freakishly, dangerously sharp. They pecked out eyes and clawed at flesh to get at the soft fat and muscle inside, feasting off the dead. 
 
    A particularly shameless pair of men had shot one crow in the neck and were roasting it on an impromptu cooking spit next to a small pile of shoes they had stolen off the bodies of the desperate dead. 
 
    A good pair of shoes was worth good money, after all. Viktor eyed another that had gotten a pair of pliers from somewhere and was pulling teeth out to be sold for making dentures, and yet another inglorious bastard was scalping a woman for her hair, probably for wigs. 
 
    It was astonishing what use you could get out of a human corpse if you were disgusting and immoral enough. Viktor found it telling that off to the side of this sickening little display, a trio of put upon looking Lower watchmen gazed at the guardsmen with unhidden disdain. 
 
    They were a leaner group of men than those from the Upper and Middle Keeps, wearing dirtier and rougher uniforms than their more esteemed counterparts. The Lower Watch needed leaner men that were more agile than they were tough so that they could chase fleeing criminals down winding, delipidated alleys and sometimes across roofs in a game of cat and mouse.  
 
    [DR104]A good portion of the Lower watchmen were themselves recruited from the ranks of criminals and didn't operate on anywhere near the same kind of discipline that the other keeps did. Still, these ones were very unhappy at the disruption the guardsmen were causing to their normal activities. 
 
    Viktor imagined that not only had bribes dried up since the guardsmen and the templars rocked up, but the Lower watchmen were undoubtably being forced to deal with a unique amount of shit being sent their way. Say what you would of them, they might be corrupt as fuck and often dumb as fuck, but they did give a shit about these neighbourhoods on account that they and their families live here. 
 
    One of the watchmen caught Viktor's eye as the cart trundled along. The watchman used his own helmet as an impromptu ashtray for his pipe, the single thunderbolt on the side of the headwear having been hastily chiselled off in big, angry strokes that gave Viktor the impression the act was one of protest. Then he tensed, looking at something behind Viktor. 
 
    A Baron's guardsman stopped them as they got to the edge of the wall's shadow, lowering the mail coif that was chained to his nasal helmet. He regarded Randy with a mean face that had been punched with rings several times. 
 
    Viktor suspected he was one of the thugs that had taken the Baron's silver piece and signed on for ten years in the Guard. The money on offer was decent compared to what he was probably making before, and there was a certain type of man for whom the danger and the opportunity to maim people was only an incentive. 
 
    'Lowers have gone to shit, you two. You'd be smarter to take a skycutter or a tram from the transit castles. You get your pass checked through the Middle Gate?' 
 
    'We did, sir,' Randy said carefully and handed the man his merchant's pass as Viktor nodded silently. 'Papers are all in order.' 
 
    'Is that right?' the guardsman asked in faux friendliness, not really bothering to check the pass. 'Well, I'm afraid the toll's gone up. It's a half silver if you want to get through the Middle Gate on short notice.' 
 
    Randy bristled. 'We've already been stamped, and there wasn't a toll before.' 
 
    'And yet there's one now.' The guardsman gave him another mean look, and Randy's eyes flicked to the men behind the one that was speaking, who all seemed to slowly be congregating near the empty cart. The man narrowed his eyes, leaning closer to Randy. 'I advise you pay it.' 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Viktor saw the Lower watchman with the pipe narrow his eyes and bump his fellow on the arm, dumping the ash out of his helmet and stuffing it on his head. The group of them immediately produced cudgels and started to slowly amble over. A few more came through the alleyways, melting out of the shadows in the way only someone from the Lowers could. 
 
    Not good. That the watchmen were spoiling for a fight with the Guard wasn't a bad thing in general, but right now it would be a terrible thing if shit went sideways and someone pulled his false face off him in a melee, or worse, if Randy got knifed in the mayhem. 
 
    'We don't want any trouble, boss,' the executioner said quickly. Viktor was expecting he might've had cause for coin, so he pulled out a whole silver piece, broke it into halves along the seam and tossed one of them at the feet of the guardsmen, who seemed a little surprised Viktor just had a piece on him. 
 
    'Can we go now?' Randy glared. 
 
    'Reckon that depends,' the guardsman chuckled, turning to smirk at one of his friends—a female guardsman toting a crossbow—as she moved closer and picked the silver piece up. 'You got any more coin in that empty cart of yours? Sure wouldn't mind the "donation" to His Majesty's coffers...' 
 
    'It's His Grace, if you're referring to the Baron, technically, and I think you've had enough for now.' 
 
    'What's that, pox-face?' the woman asked, stepping closer. 'Mouthing off?' 
 
    Viktor dearly resisted the urge to kill her. It wouldn't have been difficult to breeze his way through the squad of six that was giving them trouble. They stank of the kind of dumb fool that had been rejected by the Thieves' Guild and the Extortionists' Guild alike. Not nearly hard-looking enough for the Bodyguards' Guild either. 
 
    'No, ma'am. Just getting used to the way things are done now.' 
 
    Viktor threw the other half at her feet, elbowing Randy to move the cart onwards. He did so with pleasure, speeding forwards with enough speed to force the guardswoman to duck out of the way, not offering the scavengers anymore[DR105] time to think about how much coin they would extort them for now that it was clear Viktor had at least a little on him. 
 
    'Fucking pissants,' Randy swore as they went, tearing their way down the streets. 'Fucking disgusting. The hell were all those bodies?' 
 
    'Flood of the desperate,' Viktor answered. 'Some were Brownies and Blackclads, but now that I think about it, I think I saw a lot of people that didn't look like they were from around here. Little traces of colour on their clothing that locals would know they'd get fined for. A lot of those were likely scared refugees.' 
 
    'Fuck's sake,' Randy swore, cracking the reins and manoeuvring them down a side street where they wouldn't be in immediate view of the gate.  
 
    Viktor immediately felt his mood ease when the buildings turned from the white and grey stone of the Middle to the dark wood and red banners of the Lowers. 'Good thing you were nearby. Fucking need to watch myself going back this time, though...' 
 
    'I'll put you in touch with a friend. Once she finds out those fools were fucking around in her part of the city without the right guild marks, she'll likely have them strung up.' 
 
    'Good,' Randy said darkly, taking them into a street that was deserted of most life. 'I thought I saw a boy younger than sixteen among those bodies... Animals.' 
 
    'You don't need to tell me. What's happened down here? You said you've been here a few times?' 
 
    'Aye, a man with a cart can get a lot of use during a siege. You probably assumed that I rented these cart-shambles or something, but I actually bought them out a few days ago. I've long since sold all my produce off, but I'm not stupid enough to try risking the journey back through besieged country. 
 
    Randy frowned. 'Me mates and I have started carting goods around, seeing as we have the merchant passes. May as well use the fuckin' things. Construction materials for walls that need to be shored up, weapons, spare arrows, that sort of thing. I have a friend that runs messages too.' 
 
    'The gate been that bad this whole time?' 
 
    'No, not even remotely. Fucking Church kept things mostly smooth, but now Lord Fairfax is stomping down anybody that looks at his guardsmen funny. You're in good in the Uppers or some shit. The hell's happened?' 
 
    'Hmph. That took Fairfax even less time than I was expecting.' Viktor didn't verbalise that that was only good for him, seeing as Fairfax's haste to capitalise on the Baron's death would only make it seem likelier in the long run that he was himself responsible for the Baron's death. Once people started to speculate, camps would form, and people would filter themselves into nasty little hushed circles of conspiracy. 
 
    Viktor wouldn't say he wasn't concerned, however. Fairfax was popular both with the nobles and the more bloodthirsty and corrupt of the watchmen in the city and had even managed to maintain relations with some merchants that weren't abysmal. The chances were good that people would see him as a saner alternative to the Old Man in Red, and a good portion would see the rumours that he killed the Baron himself as a plus. 
 
    'Nobody knows what's been going on,' Viktor lied. 'Explosion up at the palace. They're still tallying the number of dead courtiers and combat shambles, but nobody's saying a word on where the fucking Baron is. The rumour goes that he might even fucking be dead.' 
 
    'I was worried you'd say that.' Randy rubbed his hair back. 'Here I thought I was just coming down to fetch a couple crates of pikes to bring back to the Middle.' He gave Viktor a comically put-upon look. 'You can't fool me, Viktor. I know you're plotting something.' 
 
    'What makes you think I'm plotting something?' 
 
    'You're always bloody plotting something. Normally it's even funny. None of me mates believe me when I tell them I have a friend in the Upper Keep that tells amusing stories and kills men by the dozen. You should come by the Rat's Ass sometime. Some bloke bought it up not too long ago, turned it into a nice spot. Booze is a little more expensive, but lot less watered down.' 
 
    'Hmm. The guy that bought have a name?' 
 
    'Ed...something or other?' 
 
    'Touch?' 
 
    'Aye, that was his name.' 
 
    'Hard pass. Touch is one of the people I need to speak to while I'm down here, and he won't appreciate me running a blockade just to come drink in one of his bars. It'll look suspicious.' 
 
    'What'd you care about that?' 
 
    'Randy, Ed Touch is the head of the Dark Council.' 
 
    Randy coughed a little in surprise, taking the cart to a stop. 'Fucking really? That group of sods that run the criminals or whatever? He seemed so friendly when I met him in passing.' 
 
    'He does that. He's not a bad bloke, but he likes to pretend that he's not also very vicious.' Viktor slowly climbed off the cart. 'Any idea why it's so deserted around here?' 
 
    'Frequent Guard patrols. Everyone's hiding inside.' Randy spat. 'Not nearly as polite as the Watch was. They break the shit out of something every time they come down here, and anybody that says a word otherwise gets a broken nose. The extortion's new, though.' 
 
    'Mmm. If I know Ed, he's in the process of telling his underlings exactly how to crack down on that as we speak.' Viktor pulled his cloak around himself. 'You been to the Seven Cats before?' 
 
    'What's that, a tavern?' 
 
    'Yeah, woman by the name of Mickey runs it. Ask for her and tell anybody who asks that I sent you. She'll have those idiots at the gate sorted out the next time they walk into a pub to fucking drink. I assume they're still doing that?' 
 
    'Vik, they're soldiers and the booze is cheaper down here. The hell do you think?' 
 
    'It's Eis, idiot.' 
 
    'Stupid fucking cover name. You should have chosen something closer to your actual one so that it'd be easier to remember.' 
 
    'Like what, "Victor" spelled with a "C," imbecile? Such an incredible difference in pronunciation there. Never mind that if I chose anything else that started with a "V," you'd just accidentally revert back to my actual name out of motherfucking habit.' 
 
    'All I'm saying is that you could have gone with "John" or "Bob" or fucking "Nathanial." No need to perpetuate the local customs of naming your child stupid names that don't even sound like fucking names.' 
 
    'This from the bloke named for the state of being fucking horny.' Viktor made a rude gesture at him. 'Just take your fucking cart and get out of my sight. I don't want to see your ugly fucking face.' 
 
    'Okay, fuck you, and I'll see you later.' Randy flipped him off in return, cracking the reins again. 'I hope you come right.' 
 
    'Prick. Make sure you see Mickey. She'll make sure you can get back to the Middle safely.' 
 
    Randy waved as he left, and Viktor took a moment to appreciate and be thankful for the fact that he genuinely had some good friends on his side, even if half of them wouldn't admit it. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Viktor noticed a thief's mark scratched on one of the walls in thin white paint. He tilted his head to the side, finding it weird that one was displayed so publicly. 
 
    He had to get closer to read it without his bloody glasses, and he was even more bemused to see it written in the encrypted thief cants he could not only recognise by their markings but also read. 
 
    It was in Black Scrawl. The language had no spoken equivalent, existing only as an ever-evolving scribble Blackclads used when they didn't want the Brownies or anyone from outside the Lowers understanding what they were writing. [DR106]It was often used to communicate edicts from the Dark Council themselves. 
 
    One such message from them was what the mark translated to. There was a Council meeting today, and he was fucking late. 
 
    Lovely. 
 
    * * * 
 
    In Toring Street, in the Lowers, there existed a deserted little statue in a deserted little part of the city. The story went that long ago it had been built to honour some famous female knight, but the head had long been cut off by vandals, and the engraving had long since been washed away by centuries of rain and drunk men pissing on it. 
 
    All that was left, a little tragically, was a fading, headless figure in stone armour holding up a sword that was broken halfway up, edges and crevices blackened by time and what Viktor suspected was fumes from people smoking smokestone in the shadow of the statue. 
 
    One such smokestone addict gestured at him imploringly with outstretched hands as he approached the statue, clad in only a dirty brown robe and visibly scarred by a thousand little patches of angry, burning welts. The hood he wore [DR107]didn't do much to cover the scarring tumour that had grown from his forehead so uncontrollably [DR108]that it had covered one of his eyes over in scar tissue. 
 
    The stench of rotting flesh and burning souls came from the addict with disgusting poignancy, and Viktor had to cover his nose and mouth. This sod was likely to die soon. [DR109]Smoke from the ingested smokestone emanated from the addict's lungs when he coughed, and Viktor was certain he saw a cockroach crawl into his palm when he laid it on the ground for a moment, the man not even seeming to notice as it did so. 
 
    Once you started taking pixiedust, you would never stop. A brief stint as an addict, even to mundane drugs like poppy, would cause your body to slowly but surely begin producing more of the stuff on its own, regardless of how much you took to begin with. 
 
    In another six months, this man would be a redbreath, and part of Mickey's job as the Dark Council's enforcer would be to hunt down the shambling, crystallised mass of cancer and rotting flesh that he would become and burn his insect-infested corpse before he could spread his infestation. 
 
    The only cure for pixiedust addiction of the smokestone and shatterstone varieties was a painful amount of salvestone, which was unaffordable to ninety-nine percent of the people that lived down here. 
 
    The only cure for salvestone addiction was death. 
 
    Normally, that kind of thing would fall under the purview of the templars, but recent conversations with Father Stendeval had made it clear that his order's absence from the Lowers hadn't [DR110]been out of a lack of care for what happened to the poorest of the poor. It was because Ed Touch and the Dark Council, while happy to tolerate the Church's charity efforts of offering blankets, bread and alms to the poor, took too much money from the chem trade to allow the priests to burn them out. 
 
    Had the Church insisted on coming down here and burning all of the unsalvageable addicts and even the salvageable chem dealers at the stake, as they were fully justified in wanting to do, they would have faced an organised web of criminals determined to stop them at any cost. The Blackclad areas of the Lowers would begin to starve and freeze for the lack of charity the priests could bring down here. 
 
    Viktor knew for a fact that Mickey hated that situation with a burning passion, and it had been the original reason she had wanted to get on Ed's good side. If you couldn't shank them, as the old saying went, change their mind. 
 
    Ed Touch was an extremely affable man, and he was an honest man. If you had a distinctly twisted way of looking at it, you might even consider him a charitable man, but he was also a vicious man. The only reason he had relented to Mickey's insistence on allowing more bread to be delivered into the Lowers in recent years was because it meant that the addicts wouldn't have to spend as much money on food and therefore could spend even more on drugs, thereby increasing his cut. 
 
    Viktor had a perverse sort of respect for Ed, but only in the way you respect a feral beast you were out hunting. It was an adept predator with a pretty head, but you couldn't help but think it would be infinitely prettier mounted on your fucking wall. 
 
    Viktor stepped up to the statue and pulled down on the arm that was holding the broken sword. It tilted downwards a little, and the sound of whirring gears erupted into his ears as several chains in the ground [DR111]scraped against the rock. 
 
    Slowly, the ground churned and old stone grated against older stone, revealing a circle just wide enough for a man to stand on in the ground beneath Viktor's feet. It rotated and groaned, and he slowly began to descend into the lowest part of the Lowers. 
 
    Intentionally revealing the location of the entry to the Church of Violence was punishable by being fed to the slaughterfins in the caverns, but as Viktor looked on at the pathetic form of the addict and his lifeless, glazed over eyes, he couldn't help but feel like the poor once-man hadn't even noticed. 
 
    He hated this city. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen: The Church of Violence 
 
    As the granite slabs above slowly covered the entrance, [DR112]preserving the church's secrecy, Viktor descended deeper and deeper down into a dark, featureless void, his false face put back in a little wooden box hanging from his belt. This was the kind of gathering that only his black hood would be appropriate for. 
 
    The silence was deafening, worse even than the Upper Keep, and the roaring in his ears actually just made him angry. Too much time spent amidst loud noise in his life had bestowed upon him the motherfucking curse of tinnitus, and Ordo kept telling him his sugar intake was probably making it worse. 
 
    Foolish Ordo. If she didn't want him to eat so much sugar, she should have done a better job of hiding her fucking chocolates. Viktor clasped his hands behind his back as the stone pillar brought him lower and lower into the caverns. He was careful not to move too much. There was no guardrail to brag about, and he had once heard a story from Mickey about the previous head of the Thieves' Guild falling from the stone as he had been making [DR113]his way down towards the church. 
 
    The ending of the story had been predictably messy, resulting in the "vacancy" that had brought Mickey the opportunity to rise to the position. 
 
    Viktor was still a little unsure if he thought it was an actual accident or if the man had simply been killed off. Whether that was by Mickey for the sake of a power grab or anyone else was up for guessing. 
 
    The halt of the stone's placement[DR114] was sudden, earning a curse from Viktor as he almost fell off his feet. He stumbled, carefully putting a foot off the pillar to test the ground. It was solid, and this was about the place he had stepped off the last time. 
 
    It had been more than a year since he had come here. The first time had been scarce weeks after the black hood had been put on him. It was where he'd met Mickey. Viktor wasn't shy to admit that he'd been in a bad place at that point. Getting stuck with the executioner's hood had been an inconvenience to him at the time, and he was more than happy to take it out on every motherfucker and his granny. 
 
    Touch had looked at him like something foul-smelling on the bottom of his boot, and Viktor had known at the time that he'd made one too many snarky comments for the crime lord's liking. Touch had seemed just about ready to have his minions take Viktor's heart out of his chest, but Mickey had done as she tended to do and smoothed things over, promising Touch that she would teach Viktor how things worked. 
 
    At the time, he hadn't particularly cared how much he pissed Touch off—and honestly, he still didn't—but his anger had made him reckless and sharp-tongued whereas in hindsight, it would have served him better to try harder to keep his wits about him. 
 
    The second his other foot left the platform, the corridor lit up with ancient, illegal magic. The kind you had to import a sorcerer to get done. Adelstradian alchemists had become highly competent by virtue of necessity, given the Baron's ludicrously strict ban on magic, but even necessity could only promise so much progress. 
 
    Viktor took slow steps forward, bathed in the red light. There were no side corridors or doors, so the only way was forward, and as he walked, the outline of something vile began to appear to him. 
 
    At the end of the tunnel, what looked to be just a trick of the light or perhaps some rocks that played a bit funny on the eyes, was actually the church building itself coming into view. He crossed the threshold of the corridor into the deepest cavern chamber in the city, black stone hanging upside down from the ceiling in a sick mockery of the churches of the Stone Faith. A sickly green and blue glow emanated from every window, and the muffled clamour coming from inside along with the occasional moving silhouette told Viktor that the Dark Council was already in session. 
 
    The path Viktor took was winding, criss-crossing a hundred murky pools of dark water that occasionally roiled with the agitated splashes [DR115]of slaughterfins.  
 
    Touch kept them as pets. As Viktor accidentally got too close to one of the pools, a particularly large one—coming near up to his knee if he were to measure it from tail to head, covered in bony spikes and with eyes that were murky with blindness—shot out of the pool, snapping angrily at him and only stopping when it got to the edge of the water. 
 
    Nasty little mutant fuckers. He'd read somewhere that they were descended from piranhas and were kept in some nobleman's private heated aquarium. But after they somehow got into the sewers, the exposure to magic mutated them. 
 
    They were so aggressive towards anything not of the same species that even drowning for lack of water wouldn't dissuade the stupid thing from trying to come up here and eviscerate him. Viktor found his bad mood spiking, so he angrily kicked the thing out of the pool and onto solid rock, careful to keep his foot away from its mouth. 
 
    The slaughterfin reacted with predictable fury, and the pool it had just been expelled from suddenly filled with blood and teeth as three dozen other slaughterfins reacted to the assault on their friend, biting and clawing at one another in their stupid rush to get at Viktor. The one he was currently bullying rather impressively managed to right itself and just barely use its fins as impromptu legs, dragging itself closer to Viktor while shivering and snapping with frenzy. Viktor put his boot onto it several times, crushing it into paste. 
 
    Behind him, he boredly regarded the pool as the other slaughterfins threw what little caution they had to the wind and dug their way out of the pool, making a beeline for Viktor. He unsheathed the arming sword he had taken to carrying around since the loss of both his axes, taking a knee and offering three horizontal slashes that put an end to the slaughterfins. 
 
    Viktor picked up a few of the more intact corpses in his other hand, resuming his trek towards the creaky wooden stairs. The only way in or out of the upside-down church was through the rose window at the stairs' end. Several figures in black robes stood on either end of the window and at the base of the stairs. More would be inside. 
 
    As Viktor got closer, one of the figures broke away from the church and approached him. 
 
    'He won't like that you did that,' the figure said in a slithering voice. 
 
    Viktor regarded it coolly. The figure was pale as snow, with webbed fingers on its hands and a face that, even for the hood it was hiding under, was clearly more reptilian than human. The mutant tilted its head at him, chittering a little as it toyed with the knife in its hands. 
 
    'Then Touch needs to learn to keep better care of his pets. He could stand to teach them manners, too.' 
 
    The thing chittered angrily, not appreciating Viktor's tone or his disrespect. 
 
    The templars may have preferred that every mutant they encountered be either killed, quarantined or have their mutations surgically lopped off, but Ed didn't follow other people's rules, and it suited him to have a small private army of freaks that owed him their lives for taking them off the streets and giving them food, shelter and a purpose. 
 
    'Viktor, head of the Executioners' Guild. You would do well to know your place here. Master Touch does not tolerate disrespect.' 
 
    Viktor shouldered past the thing. 'Master Touch can fucking tell me that himself.' 
 
    Viktor paid the thing no more heed, putting a foot onto the rickety staircase he suspected Touch got a kick out of watching people try to climb without shitting themselves. 
 
    He didn't normally have much of a problem with mutants, so long as they could mostly keep their foibles to themselves and behave like normal people. He didn't care if they were ugly, but the ones Touch made use of had been so heavily indoctrinated into [DR116]loyalty to the skeevy little fuck that was Edward Thelonious Touch that Viktor found mere conversation with them even more grating than having to look at them. 
 
    One mutant with the body of a man but the head of a ram gave him a mean look as he approached the window, putting its spear out to stop him. 'No weapons are allowed in the church, sir.' 
 
    Viktor may have given him attitude, but that this one was at least attempting to be civil stayed his tongue. He sighed, pulling his sheath undone from his belt and handing it to the goat man. 
 
    'Thank you, sir.' 
 
    'How long has the Council been in session for?' 
 
    The goat man took the blade, motioning for Viktor to raise his arms to be patted down. 'Half an hour. You are late.' He said it without malice or judgement, just factualness. 
 
    Viktor nodded as the goat man and another mutant with a hidden face and three snakes where his left arm should have been quickly searched for any weapons, pulling Viktor's knives out from where he had hidden them and then nodding at him. 
 
    'Welcome to the Church of Violence, sir.' 
 
    'Thanks.' 
 
    Viktor sighed, gently putting a hand to the rose window. The glass shimmered like water, but it was sticky to the touch, the fell magic searching him for any indication that he was not, in fact, Viktor the Executioner. 
 
    Satisfied, the window turned a bright green. He held his breath, cupped his palms over his ears, buried his nose in the underside of his elbow and stepped through. There were five seconds of disgusting disorientation as the liquid seeped into his clothes and wetted his skin, but then he emerged into the other side. 
 
    The noise was cacophonous for a moment, then immediately stilled into nothing as the assembled Blackclads saw Viktor emerge from the portal. He crouched slightly and opened his eyes to find the council[DR117] chamber as he remembered it: unnecessarily dark and broody, even for Blackclads. 
 
    Only guild heads were allowed in the Church of Violence, and about two hundred of them had gone quiet, turning their heads to stare at him.  
 
    Viktor's gaze boredly wandered along their faces, taking note of the ghosts of fearful and angry expressions on the supermajority of them. For a benchmark, he hunted down Mickey and found her towards the front of the rows of seats. The fact that she wasn't smirking at something or amusing herself by irritating the guild heads seated to her left and right told him that the conversation had been of the serious variety. 
 
    Viktor lowered his gaze, tracing his way across the amphitheatre that was inside the church to where Ed was sat in the chairman's seat, slouched over with his fingers steepled in his lap. It was only a hunch, but Viktor got the impression that if the Baron had spoken to him from the front when they met rather than turning his back to Viktor and Nikolas, they would strike him as a distinctly similar figure. 
 
    Little men and their littles desks and their little thrones. 
 
    'You know, I think I verbalised something to this same effect the first time my presence was "requested" for a Dark Council meeting, but I think it bears repeating that you all seem to think that you are vampires or perhaps some other miscellaneous creatures of the night. Has anyone ever given any thought to moving the church to somewhere a little more...pleasant?' 
 
    Viktor locked eyes with Ed, making sure to make a show of pulling the slaughterfins off his belt and depositing them on the floor in the most blasé manner possible. 
 
    Without his hood, Ed struck an intimidating figure. Where the DeWinters were pale as snow, Ed's skin was dull in the same way a sickly man's was, greying at the edges and criss-crossed with a hundred little slash scars from the hundred knife fights he had survived. Especially on his face, neck, hands and the parts of his forearms that were visible below his rolled-up sleeves. 
 
    His flesh was at once saggy and too tight, pulled taut over his face and dry to the point that he looked like a man who was about to start cracking. And yet all the little movements of his face as he stared at Viktor paradoxically flexed the skin in a manner that would be impossible to see on a normal man. 
 
    The story went that when he was a younger and perhaps stupider man, Touch had gotten on the wrong side of the then head of the Harvesters' Guild. Something about selling the man a bad human heart that wasn't fit for transplant. 
 
    The response had been swift, and Touch had been dumped into a vat of dissolving acid and left for dead. No one knew how he'd done it, but Touch had crawled out alive, having escaped with [DR118]pretty horrid acid burns on most of his body. Viktor suspected the damage had been catastrophic to begin with but had become somewhat more cosmetic with time and whatever medicine and treatments Touch had been taking for decades at this point. None knew specifics. The Chairman was not a forthcoming man. 
 
    However, seeing as the older man never displayed much pain when he moved, he was either inhumanly stoic or had bought the best treatments money could buy with his dirty money. Neither would be beyond Touch. 
 
    The only place that had stayed ruinous, and thus gave Viktor an idea of how bad the rest of the injuries must have been at first, was Ed's left eye. The damage there had been nothing less than calamitous. The flesh there was white as white got and permanently set wide open from the nerve damage. 
 
    Ed Touch glowered at Viktor through a yellow pupil set in crimson sclera, looking like something out of someone's nightmare. His good eye—a rather ironically blue colour—narrowed at Viktor, staring daggers at the dead slaughterfins the executioner had deposited on his floor. He raked his dark hair back with one hand, the other teasing a sharp knife he had been using to crack open clam shells. 
 
    Today he was wearing a sick imitation of the tailored tunics of the merchants: a dark grey waistcoat lined with red interior fabric and a dark vest hemmed with golden metal bars. He pulled at his white ascot irately, tapping the gold button on one cuff against the stone table.  
 
    'You are late, Viktor.' Touch gestured at him with the knife, then bust open some of the underground shellfish and took a gentle sip of the contents. 
 
    Viktor didn't really blame him there. Undercaverns seafood was genuinely delicious, but he certainly could judge Touch for eating during a meeting and not bringing enough for everyone, which was just inconsiderate. 
 
    Viktor's stomach growled, and then he realised he was going to get into an even worse mood if he didn't fucking eat soon. Not shellfish though; he felt like something heartier. Steak. Yeah, he could go for steak. 
 
    Viktor realised he had left Ed's implied question unanswered, but he wasn't in a mood to suck Ed's dick, so he just shrugged idly. 
 
    'Sort of hard to get in and out of the Lowers when some dickhead declared a Black Sunday. I didn't even know there was another meeting until I came down here on separate business and happened upon a notice mark.' 
 
    Mickey sucked a breath in and silently but rapidly shook her head back and forth, warning him that this wasn't the time and place to pick a fight with Ed, not in his own metaphorical cupboard. 
 
    The man himself slithered his gaze more firmly onto Viktor, his food forgotten. Every movement Ed made caused a sound like pulled rubber to emanate from him, as well as the constant snapping [DR119]sound of old bones rubbing against ruined flesh. 
 
    A less intelligent man might have taken that to indicate that Ed had been rendered infirm by his condition. He hadn't. To this day, everyone still whispered that the man was a whirlwind with a blade. 
 
    'I was the one that declared the Black Sunday, Viktor.' Touch said it casually, as he feigned distraction by observing the wine one of his mutants was pouring for him. He took a gentle sip of it, regarding Viktor only out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    He wanted to keep pressing this dweeb, truly he did. But there were more mutants milling about than he expected, and he was sans his sword. Out of politeness for his situation, the guards hadn't thought to check his hood, as Viktor had thought they wouldn't. This had allowed him to sew microbombs into small pockets on the inside, and much like everyone else in the chamber, he did have a knife under his foot in his boot. 
 
    The rules may have been there for a reason, but Touch couldn't really have people stripped down just to search every inch of them for weapons, seeing as it would cause a bit of a political poo-poo among the famously prideful crime lords of the Lowers. The result of this was that every motherfucker in the room had a stabby on them. There was a reason that in the Lowers, the term "general elections" could refer both to the actual annual election held by the guild heads for chairman or to a situation where people simply started stabbing one another in the chamber for the spot. 
 
    The former situation was naturally democratic in name only, with bribes and coercion making up a massive amount of people's voter-base, and the latter was a little bit of a problem to pull off properly seeing as you had to stab everyone that got in your way. Funny thing about the stabby game, the more people you knifed, the more the survivors tended to have a problem with your face and subsequently decide that you were the next victim. 
 
    That kind of thing had apparently snowballed out of hand quite severely in the past. 
 
    'Apologies, Ed. I wasn't aware. I naturally assumed that Mickey was fucking around again.' 
 
    A few hesitant chuckles went up at that, everyone in the church remembering Mickey's famous prank eight months ago and the amount of time it took to get the pink dye out of everything. 
 
    Ed didn't think it was funny, silencing the laughter with a withering glare and giving Mickey a pointed look when she began to cackle a little bit. 
 
    'Something bothering you, Chairman?' Viktor asked with faux innocence. 
 
    'Your attitude is bothering me, Viktor. Do not forget that your position is largely ceremonial. The only reason there's even a Guild of Executioners is because this city used to keep hundreds during the dark times. And now we have one. One executioner heading a guild that consists of himself.' 
 
    'That's not actually true. We've been admitting new members recently.' Viktor dug around his pockets, producing an incredibly stupid-looking ventriloquist puppet made to look like a jester and putting it on his hand. 'This is Jimothy. He is new, but I assure you all, his anus is alight with pure passion for his work.' 
 
    Some more hesitant laughs went up at that even as Ed's mouth went slightly ajar and he stared at Viktor like he was insane, which he was. 
 
    'Jimothy comes from the northeast, and he's here to teach all the children in Adelstrad about peace and friendship and the long-term value of keeping your money in a savings account for a rainy day!' 
 
    Viktor moved the puppet around, emitting several dumb, excited shrieks in a stupid voice. The nice thing about wearing a hood in this instance was that nobody could see his mouth move. 
 
    'Yes, 'tis I, Jimothy!' the puppet "said" to renewed laughter in the church as members barked harshly at the absurdity. 'I joined out of a desire to kill people and plough prostitutes, and I'm all out of prostitu—' 
 
    'Enough!' Ed howled, slamming his fists down on the desk and silencing the chamber again. Viktor found himself silently pleased with the fact that he was having such an easy time getting on Ed's nerves. 
 
    'Viktor, if you have a problem with the way things are being done, you're more than welcome to have that conversation with the slaughterfins. If not, take your seat, Guild Head.' 
 
    He was slipping. Something had Ed deeply rattled, and he was using anger as a smokescreen for it. 
 
    Viktor made one last show of defiance by moving over to his seat and taking it, but only very slowly. He found it telling that the malicious snickering followed him even as he journeyed to the nosebleed sections of the small amphitheatre of rock, along with hushed whispers and the occasional pat on the back. 
 
    'About[DR120] time someone told him to go fuck himself. Touch has been acting funny lately.' A man Viktor recognised as being the head of the Moneylenders' Guild sniffed as he took his seat next to him. 
 
    'More than usual, Ratrick?' Viktor put his feet up on the table in front of him, leaning back with his hands behind his head in a manner that he hoped Ed saw. 
 
    'Like you wouldn't believe,' Ratrick said, scratching plaque off his comically long front teeth that were the source of everyone calling him "Ratrick" instead of "Patrick." 'Black Sunday out of the blue, random stop and searches, an embargo on goods moving in or out of the Lowers. I'm not the head of the bloody Smugglers' Guild, but even I need to move messages topside to get anything done with the real money clients.' 
 
    'Least you still have business to do down here, Rat,' Madam Meul sighed, taking a long drag of her smokestone cigarette and fiddling with her auburn hair. 'Sure, it's not much, but even paupers need to move their money about once in a full moon. Prostitutes are a luxury expense, and now that all the money's fucking dried up, the Whores' Guild is operating at a loss.' 
 
    Meul was an older woman, and her pockmarked face had seen a lot of guild heads come and go. She was respected enough in the Council, in that way you offered respect to someone that had survived as long as she had, if not because she was that exceptional. 
 
    Ratrick, on the other hand, wasn't so much respected as he was appreciated. Much like Mickey, he was a very kind person by the standards of the Lowers, and his movement of coin kept a lot of the punier businesses afloat when they came upon lean months. Ratrick was that rare kind of person that would let you keep borrowing on good faith. He'd still have your legs broken if you fucked with him, but there were stories of him letting people loan on credit for years at a time before they got back on their feet and finally managed to start paying him back. Worst case scenario, Ratrick was smart enough to know that the Moneylenders' Guild made money in the long term from children inheriting the family business and contributing to his income stream. 
 
    Timid as the man himself was, only a foolish person would give him shit[DR121]. Not only could he render you persona non grata to half of the businesspeople in the Lowers with a word, but anyone that messed with Ratrick would find themselves facing a small army of people who both appreciated his lenient nature and knew that they'd get bits shaven off their debts if they did him a good turn. 
 
    Slowly, Viktor pulled out an ink quill and some parchment he had brought with him. He didn't trust the paper and ink supplied ever since he'd heard a rumour that Ed had gotten some sorcerer or witch or whatever to enchant it so that he always knew what people wrote. Viktor scratched a quick note in Mickey's specific version of the thief's cant, passing it to Ratrick like a schoolboy spreading a sketch of a nude woman. 
 
    Ed Touch loaned a significant amount of coin to Lym Erolo. Off the books. 
 
    Ratrick took it without shifting his gaze, reading it nonchalantly but betraying his surprise with wide eyes. He subtly took the offered quill, writing his response and sliding it back. 
 
    The lord that got nabbed for witchcraft? This bullshit? I'm not in the mood for jokes. 
 
    Viktor scrawled his response. 
 
    Not even slightly joking. Thought you should know. Bearia Bon Bardas, Tika Vin Ley, Gomu Grenmald, Exaltress at the Grimmel. Speak to them. They all heard it. Templar by the name of Father Stendeval did as well, but he's out of the city. You know Mickey's accountant, Cuff? He heard too, but ask him at both of your risk[DR122]. I think Ed has him under surveillance. 
 
    Ratrick scowled, turning the rapidly full paper on its underside and writing his reply there. 
 
    Some of the others think Touch is blackmailing Ease. She's shitting herself at something, and no one knows why she's towing the line so much with him. It might have something to do with the Black Sunday. No fool in here believes the amount of unrest justifies the embargo. Touch is up to something. 
 
    Viktor skimmed the note, then made sure that Ratrick saw him eating it. He offered the smaller man a nod that was returned. 
 
    'Oi. Meul. You been in touch with Headcase lately?' 
 
    Muel turned and blinked at him. 'Darling, you know a polite lady doesn't kiss and tell.' 
 
    'Thank you for that, Meul. My brain has just gone to a horrible place involving two sweaty old people and I am now suicidal. In the business sense, you old fool.' 
 
    'Such a mouth on you,' Meul smirked. 'You're lucky we like you up here in the nosebleeds, Viktor, else someone would have hit you by now.' 
 
    'Yeah, yeah. Henrey seem like he's doing alright?' 
 
    'Last I checked, which was a few days ago. Why?' 
 
    He couldn't tell her he wanted to gauge how much attention was on Henrey ever since that "special job" he had pulled for Viktor. 
 
    'I heard a rumour his place got caught in one of the riots. Then I saw that he wasn't here.' 
 
    'Neither of you are ever here,' Meul chuckled. 'It's why Mickey always gets to vote with the backing of both the Executioners' Guild and the Rogue Alchemists' Guild. How much does she pay you for that privilege, my dear?' 
 
    'Not nearly enough, seeing as she knows I don't pitch for these fucking things anyway, so my ability to extort her for the right is severely hampered. I mostly get paid in favours.' 
 
    'The best kind of currency, my dear.' 
 
    A particularly angry grumble of agreement pulled Viktor's attention away to the floor. One of the guild heads that he didn't recognise was angrily listing all the reasons why the embargo was screwing his guys over. Viktor had only been half-listening, but he was like the seventh guild head in a row to get up to speak just to complain about that same thing. 
 
    The mood in the chamber was foul, and the mutterings of discontent were growing in their boldness. 
 
    '—in conclusion, the Sawbones'[DR123] Guild sees no need for this Black Sunday. A quarter of our clients are the more clandestine criminal guilds in the Middle who have yet to be caught, sentenced and shoved into black clothing and confined to the Lowers. Their secrecy often depends greatly on their ability to have their wounds treated clandestinely when a job goes wrong, and now that the gates have been closed, they can't do so,' a bald, portly man with a false nose made of bronze muttered irately, to the muted agreement of the several guild heads nearby him. 
 
    'Rufus Nalplat,' Ratrick whispered to Viktor, knowing he didn't come here often enough to know who the fuck everybody was. 'Their old guild head died of the fucking pox, ironically enough.' 
 
    'As I have been saying for near to half an hour, Rufus, your concerns are appreciated and had been taken into consideration during the decision-making process but a decision has still been made. The templars are tearing the Lowers apart either looking for witches or any holes in the wall for the upcoming siege.' Ed gave an angry glance to his sides. 'We're cornered in like rats, and you all are concerned about profit instead of your necks. I've heard rumours that Lord Fairfax is planning to just waste the Lowers away with smokestone cannisters. Does this not concern you all?' 
 
    Meul regarded her cigarette. 
 
    'Hmm. More smokestone? He says that like it's a bad thing. Viktor, you're in good topside. That true?' Meul asked. 
 
    'No, it's bullshit. Even Fairfax isn't that crazy. Speaking of smokestone, either of you been near Zem lately?' 
 
    He may as well assuage a suspicion while he was here, and the head of the Chem Guild was as likely as anyone to be the source of the city's little dust siphoning problem. Knowing Zem, he wouldn't be surprised to find out she'd started her own little workshop in the wilds. 
 
    Ratrick and Meul gave him a guarded look. 'You got business with her?' 
 
    'Only the kind that might end with me punching her.' 
 
    'In that case, you should know that she's been sucking up pretty hard to Touch lately. Bitch's been on her own supply or something. She decided to go ahead and twice the price she's charging for pixiedust. I've had to fucking cut back on my fags for the price of salvestone.' 
 
    'Not to mention the fact that she's started a few fights in the church lately. Paranoid, petty stuff. One of my guys was upstairs'—Ratrick gestured to show that he meant the Middle—'to do some work. He swears on his soul that he saw her knocking around with some Guild of Steam blokes. No idea what's going on there. A week ago, she defaults on a loan from me and threatens one of my boys, so I tank her score and tell her she has a day to pay it all and she laughs at me.' 
 
    Hmph. Yup. That certainly sounded like the actions of a junkie on her own stuff. 
 
    This wasn't good. Ed was in a metaphorical vice, and he'd responded by putting Mickey in one as well, then doing the same thing to the Council. No one was willing to do more than get cheeky with him, but it was clear the guild heads weren't bloody happy, kept in check only by fear of reprisal. Something Ed wielded masterfully. Only Viktor was suicidally stubborn enough to give him shit right now. Everyone [DR124]else could see that Ed was in a mood to feed people that irritated him to the fish. 
 
    Every time a new guild head stood to offer their complaints, Ed got progressively angrier. The complaints eventually tapered into an awkward silence as a scowling Ed turned the discussions to the matter of the unlicenced Guard tolls, making it clear which guardsmen were up for assassination, which for blackmail and which were to be left alone for now. The entire time, he sounded like a man getting ready for war. 
 
    Viktor's eyes were once again drawn to Mickey. She made a good show of hiding it in her posture and the way she'd occasionally interject the successive rows of complaining guild heads to make her usual snide remarks and crass jokes. 
 
    But something in her eyes was distinctly unhappy, even from all the way up here. Fuck's sake. As if he didn't have enough problems to deal with. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen: The Alchemist and the Sellsword 
 
    Hours later, Viktor found himself leaving the Church of Violence and heading off, deeper into the Undercaverns. He had hoped to corner Mickey and interrogate her himself, but even if she hadn't fucked off as soon as she could have, him being seen speaking to her likely wouldn't have gone down well. 
 
    Ratrick had thanked Viktor for the tip and promised that he'd look into it, then Viktor had found himself with yet more work he needed to do. In[DR125] a contemplative mood, he wandered the old tunnels, some dug by human hands while many more were a natural formation. 
 
    The Undercaverns were Adelstrad's best kept secret. Only Blackclads and their associates knew of them, and only select Blackclads actually knew how to access them. The entry underneath the female knight's statue had been one spot, but the caverns extended for miles under the city. A lot of the planning and brainwork for illegal activity wound up occurring down here. 
 
    The guild heads very much made a point of getting business done down here instead of in the Lowers. Less [DR126]chance of getting caught. Even the heads of the dark guilds in the Uppers and the Middle each had a way to get down here, though that was a bit of a funny area as far as the dark laws were concerned. 
 
    The Upper Thieves' Guild was mostly a prat-boys club for young university blokes that thought donning masquerade masks and robbing mansions in the dead of night was funny. The Middle Thieves' Guild was almost entirely focused on organised tax evasion and other white-tunic crimes, but seeing as the Watch had a stronger grip on those parts of the city, they tended to get disbanded and reformed quite often, comparatively speaking. 
 
    Their members would get caught, busted, sent down to the Lowers where they'd have to assimilate and then some other fool would take their place upstairs, eager for dirty coin. The arrangement was frosty at times, but mutually beneficial. The criminals in the upper tiers of the city had more leeway and room to manoeuvre, so they made good business partners for their counterparts in the Lowers, even if their as yet uncaught counterparts tended to look down on the Lowers for having been[DR127] "unsubtle" enough to get tried and sentenced, as if that was how it worked. 
 
    In return for access to the criminal networks upstairs, the Lower dark guilds overlooked the worst of their snobbishness and offered the running insurance that if their friends topside ever got caught, they'd have a patron downstairs once the city threw them to the metaphorical wolves. A very valuable contingency that even the snootiest Uppers blackmailer knew not to take for granted. 
 
    To be a Blackclad, you were either born to at least one Blackclad parent, or you actually had to get caught. So, for those criminals either skilled or lucky enough not to get found out, convicted and sentenced to life in the shitty parts of the Lowers, it could be a little hard to fit in, and having friends down here who could vouch for you could save you from a shanking, or worse. 
 
    Either way, there were few places Lower than the Lowers, obviously enough, but a person would be amazed at how deep you could dig into the shit of a city. These tunnels were the Blackclads' fortress. Just as the Church of Violence was a dark mirror of the holy buildings of the Stone Faith, the Undercaverns at large were the Blackclads' reversed answer to the Crimson Palace. 
 
    Stealing a loaf of bread in Adelstrad historically lost you a hand—Nikolas's reform had put a stop to that—but it wouldn't necessarily get you put in the black. You either had to get caught three times committing an offence worth putting you in front of a judge for, or you had to get caught with one offence that was more serious. 
 
    When given the option, a lot of people chose to opt out of the "lesser" fine of losing a hand and voluntarily opted for banishment to the Lowers. There, they might have at least had a chance where a man sans his digits had no opportunity to either work or steal. 
 
    Either way, the Undercaverns became your last safe haven. Once you were a Blackclad, you were one for life. You could neither leave Adelstrad nor leave the Lowers. 
 
    Mickey had once told him that, in ancient history, when watchmen of old had undertaken crackdowns severe enough to essentially be small sieges on the Lowers, the ancestor guild heads had opened the paths to the Undercaverns and led their people down there to weather the storms. Down here was the final straw, and the ancient tunnels had been carved by the many hands of long-dead criminals. 
 
    Access these days was more limited to prevent it from being found by that one fucking fool it took to spoil a secret. [DR128]The Undercaverns remained a mythical place to the Blackclads, spoken about in superstitious whispers. A last hope in a city that hated them even more than the other occupants. 
 
    Right now, Viktor wasn't interested in going down to the bazaar or the parts of the caverns where he could sometimes amuse himself hunting down members of the Slavers' Guild. Instead, his footfalls took him down through kilometres of tunnels, winding and weaving through the city's stone. 
 
    The walls were lit by luminescent fungus, blue and green and yellow and purple buds of the underground that had lived here longer than any human had. They were often poisonous, but many had medicinal properties and most were also hallucinogenic, so he had to be careful that he took the right paths lest he accidentally run into any of Zem's men from the Chem Guild while they were harvesting the fungi[DR129]. 
 
    [DR130]Soon, he came to a dark little house resting at the shoreline of an underground lake, lit by a giant sign hanging from the cave ceiling that shone white on account of being made of several glass pipes filled with glowbug blood. 
 
    Headcase Henrey's Alchemical and Sex Counselling Services. 
 
    Viktor sighed, standing in front of the door and dredging up the emotional energy he would need to knock on it. He took a moment to remind himself that Henrey was only insane because he was brilliant at what he did, much like Viktor. 
 
    A speaking tube fell from the door before his hand even got near it, with another pipe descending and displaying a comically distorted view of Henrey's bald head. 
 
    'Hello? Who are you? What are you doing in my swamp?' 
 
    'Henrey, it's—' 
 
    'Who are you?!' 
 
    'I'm V—' 
 
    'Who are you?!' 
 
    'I'm motherfucking Vik—' 
 
    'Get out of mah swamp!' 
 
    There was the sounds of an armed struggle and Viktor thought he heard Dubbinz voice screaming something about emotional trauma and workplace hazards. What looked like a broom started beating Henrey over the head and he howled in panic, fleeing from the mirror tube. 
 
    'Apologies, sir,' Dubbinz voice came through as the tube filled with a head of immaculately styled black hair attached to a grey scalp. 'He's mostly sober these days, but there was a bit of an accident with some chemicals today and he's high as a kite. Mayhaps you could come back later?' 
 
    'Err, it's one of those slightly urgent things, Dubbinz. Sorry to bother.' 
 
    Dubbinz sighed through the speaking tube. 'Aright, you can come in, but don't antagonise him, please. He's already threatened to eat one customer today.' 
 
    Viktor made to open the door, only for an incredibly loud grinding of gears to sound off, along with the sound of some liquid smokestone being fed into a burner mechanism before the door opened. Viktor could have sworn that was way too much effort just to open a door, but he supposed that he was neither an alchemist not an engineer. 
 
    The inside of the workshop was lined wall to wall with bookshelves and various tables filled with the widest variety of clutter you could imagine. Pickled eyes, skins of various animals, glowing gems and mushrooms, discarded weapons, a thousand and two different kinds of clockwork mechanisms, books written in alien-looking languages, a pink stuffed bear head, a mummified hand with six fingers, a jar labelled "mountain goblin mucous" and what Viktor dearly, dearly hoped wasn’t a troll penis pickled in honey... 
 
    Henrey looked up from where he had been furiously fighting the air with a spatula, then dropped it upon seeing Viktor. He pressed his hands to his cheeks and gasped as he opened his mouth in a comical display of shock. 
 
    'Viktor, my boy. I was wondering when you would show up! You didn't say when you were coming. Why, it's been dreadful around here lately. Just a few moments ago a giant flying magic man full of peace and friendship was terrorising my front door.' 
 
    'Right…' 
 
    The shock left Henrey's face in an instant as he hastily wiped about three stray concoctions that were staining his hands off on his heavy, brown laboratory robes, leaving behind an unpleasant-looking smattering of colour. 
 
    His face split in a smile that was as insane as it was genuine, as the [DR131]round man pushed his laboratory googles up to his forehead and stepped forward to offer Viktor a wide hug, his hazel eyes dilated from whatever he had inhaled. He didn't wait for Viktor to raise his own arms, bringing him in and patting his back. 
 
    Viktor wasn't much off a hugger, and Henrey stank of various chemicals and poisonous herbs and his dark eyes with dilated with drugs, but he would've felt the bastard if he didn't at least draw a hand out and pat him on the shoulder a little. 
 
    'Ah, I'm so glad you're here,' Henrey said, disengaging from the manly embrace and allowing Viktor's instinctual urge to kill him to begin to recede. 'I've got the exact thing you asked for right here.' He hurried over to a bookcase, looking around. 'Err, well, not here. Somewhere here. Somewhere around here. Somewhere on this material plane. Excuse the bloody mess, Viktor. I've had three alchemical explosions today and I'm still cleaning up.' 
 
    'That sounds dangerous.' 
 
    'Oh, yes, definitely,' Henrey pulled his goggles down, them making his eyes appear comically huge as he looked around the room. 'But you know that old saying, you can't make an omelette without a few exploded goats and a disembowelled hobgoblin. Dubbinz says "Hello," by the way.' 
 
    'Dubbinz is fucking dead? Henrey, it was only twenty seconds between him chasing you away with a broom and me coming in here!' 
 
    'No, afraid not, Master Executioner,' Dubbinz snarked as he came in dragging a heavy case. The little grey creature was about the same size as Giblet, but his skin sagged a little less, both his eyes were blood red, and his nose was quite a bit thinner than hers. 'Though I suspect that I would be thankful for the holiday, were such a thing to come to pass. The sweet embrace of death's bosom would be a nice change of pace, at this point.' 
 
    'Dubbinz, you little rapscallion. Have you been hiding cases of weaponry from me again?' 
 
    'As your assistant, sir, I'd remind you that you instructed me to only do that when you've been drinking and otherwise inhaling the fumes from your socks.' Dubbinz heaved with effort trying to put the case onto the table, sighing in relief when Viktor grabbed it and put it on there for him. 
 
    'Thank you, sir.' 
 
    'Don't mention it, Dubbinz.' Viktor pulled a quarter of a silver piece out and handed it to him. 'This is your bonus for dealing with the extra amounts of… Henrey that the alchemist assumedly put you through while he's been working on stuff for me.' 
 
    Dubbinz's eyes went wide, and he bit the coin a little to make sure it was real. 'Much obliged, sir. I think I shall make an offering on your behalf when next I head to my local Temple of Boonog.' 
 
    'Not hugely religious myself, but I appreciate the thought.' 
 
    'So does Boonog,' Dubbinz smirked with a wide row of razor-sharp teeth. Then he turned to Henrey and adjusted his tiny little bow tie. 'If that's all for now, sir, I believe you asked me to sort all of the phials in the upstairs storeroom in order of least to most illegal and then paint all the most illegal ones bright pink and then put them in a carry sack for you.' 
 
    'M'yes[DR132], Dubbinz. Very good. Once those are all planted safely in the Secret Hiding Hole of Doom, we shall be mostly in the clear until the templars stop coming down here to search the bloody place.' 
 
    Viktor's head snapped to the older man. 'The priests have been down here?' 
 
    'Oh, why yes! Well, not here in the sense of my workshop and not here in the sense of the Undercaverns. Actually, they haven't been able to move around the Lowers so easily as of late now that the Dark Council is offering pushback but… they exist in the world Viktor, and that'—Henrey put a finger up emphatically—'that I cannot and will not abide by!' 
 
    'Stone God's teeth, you said he hasn't been drinking, Dubbinz.' 
 
    'Not this time, sir, no. This time he has, in actual fact, found a way to make the air itself hallucinogenic... Mostly by adding lots of pixiedust to it.' 
 
    'Ah, Dubbinz, your smile brightens every room you enter, and your face truly is the peak of impressionist art. You may go, but only if you go in peace and promise to have a wonderful time doing whatever the fuck it is that I just asked you to do.' 
 
    Dubbinz thought about it for a moment. 'Sir, you just asked me to go and take an hour off.' 
 
    'Exactly, you silly boy! Why are you not off doing that! I demand that you improve your work ethic and go take a nap at once.' 
 
    'Right away, sir. At once, sir. As soon as I'm done taking that money from the till that you told me to put in my pockets, sir.' Dubbinz nodded in faux enthusiasm, then scampered off to go rob Henrey blind and take a nap. 
 
    'Now then, Viktor.' Henrey put a hand on his back. 'Do you mind if I call you Viktor?' 
 
    'Yes,' Viktor lied. 
 
    'Very well, Ezekiel. You should know that this weapon is of the highest quality. Alchemical steel, treated in my forge with demon spit and the essence of a wind elemental. Very dangerous and very illegal on account of the latter two proscribed ingredients, but it will cut through anything.' 
 
    Henrey opened the box with a flourish, displaying Viktor's new axe. He had to stifle his own shock as soon as he clapped eyes on the craftmanship. It was magnificent. Double-bladed and made completely of steel that shone with a perfect polish, as if it were silver. Viktor had learned his lesson when the wood of his previous axe gave way to Olga's temper, so he had asked Henrey to make the new one completely out of metal, additional weight be damned. 
 
    He gingerly traced a hand along the long shaft, resting it at the butt of the weapon where the metal was artfully shaped with the image of a wolf's head on the handle. Square engravings ran the length of the blades, glowing faintly with blue and interspersed at exacting distances from one another. 
 
    'It was difficult to artificially temper the metal of the shaft and handle so that the weight distribution doesn't go insane, but a little bit of imbued smokestone goes a long way to keep material light. How do you find the balancing?' 
 
    Viktor picked the weapon up, groaning a little as he found the thing to be surprisingly dense. Even despite Henrey's best efforts, it was a lot heavier than Viktor's previous weapon. And yet, as soon as he moved and some displaced air brushed over the runes, the weight died in his hands and Viktor could swing it around like it was made of nothing. 
 
    He took a step back and took a small swing. He could have imagined it, but he thought that he could hear the air cutting apart before him. 
 
    'Excellent balancing, at least when it's in motion. I'll get used to it. Did you treat the edges with silver like I asked?' 
 
    'Indeed, silver and holy water, so that you can kill as many templars as—' 
 
    'Werewolves, Henrey.' 
 
    'Ezekiel, if you have decided that you want to kill giant mutant dogs instead of templars, it will break my heart, but I respect your decision even if I don't agree with it.' Henrey took a handkerchief out and began blowing his nose and patting it against his crying eyes. 
 
    'Tell me about these runes.' 
 
    'Magical, Ezekiel, much like my manhood that I once got in trouble for using to make love to a dryad so hard that she exploded, covering me and my magnificent body in the detonated tree juices of love. 
 
    'Alas, they are only relatively simple compared to what some innate magic users might be able to produce and enchant a weapon with. Alchemy alone is incapable of creating anything but the most rudimentary of enchantments, seeing as a certain level of... Life is the wrong word, but enchanted weapons need a certain intelligence in order for them to work. Mostly certainly a blade that will always come when called, for example, needs to "know" when it's called and how not to accidentally take its own owner out as it does. Still, the geometry gets the job done for your purposes.' 
 
    Viktor narrowed his eyes under his hood. One of that Laughing Tomb assassin's scimitars had been supernaturally sharp, and the other had flown around when she whistled. That certainly seemed like it qualified as coming when called. Viktor didn't think Henrey would have been lying to him, but he wouldn't put it past the man to sell weapons to assassins if he was high enough, mostly because a high Henrey was a dumb Henrey. 
 
    He stared at the alchemist for a moment, genuinely unable to discern from Henrey's mannerisms if he probably had dabbled in something darker than alchemy to create weapons to sell to insane assassins, or if some other motherfucker had. 
 
    'Witchcraft?' 
 
    'Oh no, not at all.' 
 
    Viktor hummed suspiciously. 
 
    'I'm not sure I understand the difference between these runes and witch's, Henrey. All my uneducated self knows is that this thing has magic letters on it. That doesn't sound like any alchemy I've ever heard of. What's stopping the templars from assuming I'm a warlock or something?' 
 
    'The fact that they know more about magic than you do, mostly. Warlocks are born able to naturally influence the tides of the Other in very limited and specific ways highly unique to each individual, and sorcerers can unmake a forest with a thought. What you see before you are not the insane scribbles of a mundane man who has gained power through a pact with some foul entity as the witches do but instead the insane scribbles of a genius. 
 
    'Certain men of my ken have long sought to use the physical materials and reagents of our trade to harness the magical ambience. Much like a farmer may use a windmill to crush his grain, I have been able to… collect very, very small amounts of trace mana from the caves using a technique that I shan't tell you about because you'd steal it, you dirty boy. 
 
    'These runes are not the dead tongue a witch would use to communicate with its sire, but more... Think of them as an engineering principle. The mana that sometimes seeps into our world from the Other is attracted to different things. These can be emotions and spiritual states, but certain metals are used to channel different magical energies. In the case of the mana found in the Adelstradian Undercaverns, I've found that certain geometric shapes are useful to absorb and then guide it where it needs to go, while others can repel unwanted energies. Much as a metallurgist lets molten metal flow through grooves in a casting mould.' 
 
    'Was this absorption… ethical?' 
 
    'There's no human blood being used, if that's what you're asking, Ezekiel. Were I a sorcerer or a warlock, I wouldn't have this problem, but unfortunately, I am not blessed with the power to destroy and reshape the world as I see fit. If I was, there would be more beautiful, nude women dancing, just dancing happily in the streets without any care in the world...' 
 
    Henrey sneezed a little into a nearby mirror, then stared at his freshly stained reflection as if he didn't recognise it. 
 
    'Do not concern yourself with the runes. They are largely harmless. Well, not harmless, but predictable. The wolf's head is only decorative, but I'd recommend devising a name for it soon. It's possible that some superstition may have seeped in with the wind magic, and these enchanted weapons don't like it when you don't treat them as special.' 
 
    Henrey made several idiotic flicking motions with his hands, then wandered over to another cabinet, pulling out a piece of parchment while Viktor wondered if there actually was a risk of the thing coming to life and developing a problem with him, or if Henrey was just weird. 
 
    'This, my dear Ezekiel, is the recipe for the world's most perfect banana bread, but it also has details about that job you paid me so handsomely for. Those sixty-seven orphans are alive, as you asked. That Mosaic fellow had a hard time stealing that skycutter on short notice, and it was a monkey's arse to sneak it under the High Perch without being seen, even with that fog machine I made.' 
 
    Viktor immediately felt himself decompress, as if a massive weight had been taken off his shoulders. 'Any injuries?' 
 
    'Oh, many. Burning smokestone makes just about everything around it lighter than air, depending on the dose and level of refinement, but we could only fire up so much in those stoves without risking burning the fucking skycutter down. The descent of the would-be murder-death-kill victims was slowed enough that we could catch most of them, but plenty fell and hit the decking of the ship. One unfortunate woman even hit a stove directly and burnt her face. Juliet or something. Very pretty woman, you know, before half her face was melted off.' 
 
    Fuck. 'Where're she and the others now?' 
 
    'Mosaic's keeping them confined and hidden somewhere until he can charter a ship out for them. Lovely man. Very pronounced cheekbones.' Henrey fell over himself as he walked towards the sink, wiping his face off, then getting aggressive and angrily shooing away some invisible bats, accusing them of threatening his virginity, or something like that. 
 
    Viktor had no idea addicts and drunkards were weird. 
 
    'I believe Mosaic said he had a "place" down in the Undercaverns. Somewhere near the bazaar or some sort. Eugh. Horrible place. So many urchins and their dirty, grabby little hands... Also, I have those new masks you ordered.' 
 
    Henrey plucked a box out of nowhere and tried and failed to do a somersault, instead accidentally dropping it onto the table and then landing in a chair with his mouth wide open, unresponsive for a few moments as drool trickled down his chin. 
 
    A fly crawled into his mouth. Viktor poked him a little, thinking he was dead until he burst to life and started compulsively patting his own cheeks. 'So, Viktor. You said you were good for the faces and the sixty-seven orphan lives that I helped save and also the magical axe.' 
 
    Viktor sighed. 'What's the total come down to?' 
 
    * * * 
 
    'Monsieur, it's been quite some time since I last saw you. I was beginning to think you might have skipped town to avoid paying outstanding fees.'  
 
    Mosaic smirked at him with one of those faces that was as handsome for the ladies as it was infuriating for the men. He offered a mocking salute with his tankard as he spotted Viktor and a decidedly hungover Henrey approaching. 
 
    Rent's Olde Khaelish was one of the nicer pubs in the Lowers, consisting of not much more than a big red circus tent with an array of tables and chairs lined around a central "kitchen" that was just a circle of stoves and ovens. Around them, the noise of the bazaar was brimming, but even then, Viktor could see the amount of goods on offer was a lot less than usual. The embargo was fucking everybody over pretty badly. It was no wonder Touch was getting so much shit from the guild heads. 
 
    'Apologies for that, Mosaic. Between everything I've had to get done topside and how hard it's been to even get my foot in the door down here...' 
 
    Mosaic nodded, scratching some of his brown hair and wiping a hand over the small bandage that had been stuck to his nose. 'Non, I get it. Business is a little fucked lately. But, err, I am also not running a charity, Monsieur...' 
 
    Henrey piled himself into a seat and began wafting air towards himself with some exotic Xaxian folding fan with floral designs on it. Viktor followed suit, pulling out a chequing book Cuff had set up for him. 
 
    'Right, well I'm here now. What's the tally?' 
 
    Mosaic winced, leaning forward and whispering quietly. 'We're all squared up for the manor job, but between the cost of bribing a dirty ship captain on short notice, my men's wages, hazard pay and the running cost of keeping all the Baron's would-be victims alive... I'm at almost six gold.' 
 
    Hmph. Henrey had charged him three quarters of a gold piece for everything he'd gotten done for him. Viktor nodded, scrawling on one of the pages. 'I'm signing you for nine. That's the price to keep those poor sods fed and housed until you can get them onto a ship out of the city, then I'm adding another gold for the price of bribing whatever merchant captain you need to.' 
 
    'Monsieur, all due respect, while your generosity is appreciated, I'm not sure I wouldn't prefer being paid in coin—' 
 
    Viktor put a heavy purse down, tearing the sheet off and sliding it to Mosaic. 'Four gold pieces is all I have left on me in physical money, but I'm sure that's enough to convince you to take the rest in cheque.' 
 
    Mosaic pulled the purse open, his eyes going wide at the money inside. 'Oi. I don't normally mess with paper money, but I suppose this was too big a job to pay in full cash. I have your word this cheque won't bounce when I take it to the moneylenders?' 
 
    'You do.' 
 
    Mosaic smirked. 'Then I am satisfied, as are my men. You are good to do business with, Viktor. I should buy you something to eat and drink.' 
 
    'Just some water and their calamari is fine.' 
 
    'Strange man, coming to Rent's Old Khaelish and avoiding the craft beer.' Mosaic flagged a serving girl down, signalling her for beers and food. 'I have to say, I'm glad you came down here to pay me today. This fucking Black Sunday's ruining my ability to get any work done outside the city, and that's always where the real money's been. Not these local trifles.' 
 
    'Have your boys been thinking about signing on with the Guard? They're taking mercenary companies on.' 
 
    'Non, no one in my company wants to play that game. The rumour is that the Baron is dead and that maybe Fairfax will be a bit more generous to his men. I'll admit that, arsehole as he is, he has a reputation for taking good care of his men, but I don't believe it for a moment. One of my men, Mateo, he has a girl up in the Middle. Lovely thing, they're sweet together. Now, her friend is a maid in the Uppers, and she says that she was closer to the palace than most when that fucking explosion went off. The way that story goes, the Baron wasn't even in the palace when the explosion went to shit.' 
 
    Viktor tried not to let it show that he was nervous at that. Logically, he knew that the Baron had to be fucking dead. No one could have survived the kind of explosion Viktor could have subjected him to, and the Old Man in Red had to have been in the office when it went up. No one else would have been trusted with the beheadings. 
 
    'There's a dozen contradictory rumours flying around,' Viktor hedged as their drinks arrived and Henrey immediately began furiously fanning the waitress away, making a bizarre "wahp-wahp" sound with his mouth as she left. 
 
    'Monsieur, the alchemist makes more insane noises than is usual. Is he alright?' 
 
    'He's high.' 
 
    'Incor-motherfucking-erect, sir. I am not high, I am beautiful!' Henrey leaned back in his seat, splashing his beer over his face and fanning himself even further. 'But yes, I am coming off of a rather unpleasant drug high. Dubbinz will suffer the penalty of death if I find out he's been in my coin till again.' 
 
    'Be nicer to Dubbinz. He's the only reason you haven't blown yourself up in an alchemical explosion yet,' Viktor said tiredly, moving his hood to take a sip of his water. 
 
    'Oui, alchemist. You don't want to end up like Captain Soltkin,' Mosaic chuckled meanly, causing Viktor to spit his drink out. 
 
    'Mosaic,' Henrey spat disapprovingly, giving Viktor an apologetic look. 
 
    'Sorry. The fuck was that?' 
 
    The alchemist and the sellsword gave one another meaningful looks. 'You mean you haven't heard? The Black Sunday must be more severe than I thought if even news that big is staying put,' Mosaic mused. 
 
    'Elaborate, now,' Viktor ground out. 
 
    'The story goes that Soltkin was hiding out in the Undercaverns. Fair enough, this is the sanest place to hide. She was laying low in some shack somewhere along the edge of the Blood Lake. Lo and behold, this morning the place was found torn apart, blood everywhere, and Soltkin is dead.' 
 
    'How do you know it was her?' 
 
    'You remember what I said about warlocks? How what versatility they lose compared to sorcerers they make up for with mastery over one, maybe two hyper specific forms of magic?' Henrey gave Viktor a dire look. 'There's only one woman in this city that can turn her skin to stone, Viktor, and her name was Rolt Soltkin. They found her severed arm in the burnt-out shack, still covered in a thin layer of rock. The urchin that found it brought it to me, actually, hoping to sell it for ingredients.' 
 
    Hmm. That Soltkin had been born with the ability to cover her entire body with a thin sheen of rock was an open secret in the city. The templars would normally be obligated to either burn her at the stake or box her up and send her to Theronl for "readjustment," assuming of course that whatever esoteric tests they performed didn't reveal that she had actually gained the power through foul bargain or sacrifice rather than quirk of birth, in which case the pyre was the only option. 
 
    The Baron's patronage had been worth a lot, and both the Watch and the Church had been sort of expected to just continue on with their lives without acknowledging they even knew, much less acting on it. Even despite his pathological hatred of the Nordlings, Rolt had been the Baron's favoured minion. Now that she was a fugitive and that he was dead anyway, that protection had evaporated into the air like steam... 
 
    'And?' 
 
    'And, upon examination, not only could I tell it was warlock's magic and not some sorcerer's touch, but the tattoos were the same. That blue skull she had on her palm? I found it on the arm, along with those runes she had trailing up to her shoulder.' 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Viktor sat back down, steepling his finger as Mosaic tripped over himself, sputtering to apologise. 
 
    'A thousand apologies, Monsieur, I didn't know you and the Captain even knew one anoth—' 
 
    Viktor held a palm up, silencing him as Henrey put an arm on his shoulder, mistaking his contemplation for grief. 
 
    'My boy, I'm so sorry. I don't know if you two were close. I thought you knew by now.' 
 
    'We weren't close, Henrey. I just... What the fuck is there in this city that could kill Soltkin?' 
 
    'Laughing Tomb,' Mosaic supplied. 'I doubt many people know, but the way Henrey describes the cut on the arm screams of a yan blade. Knife length about the size of a man's forearm, three pronged with two centimetres between the cuts and coated in transparent poison from the tree of the same name? Could be no one else but a Laughing Tomb assassin.' 
 
    Viktor searched both their faces for any signs of deceit, then scowled under his hood. That the Laughing Tomb was suddenly so active in the city could not possibly be coincidence. One had been told to come after the Highdarks and had probably been instructed to kill Viktor in the process and another had come for Soltkin. 
 
    The chances of those two things being unrelated were almost pathetically low, and Viktor still had more questions than answers. 
 
    Viktor was silent as the food arrived. His nose recognised that the steam wafting off the bowls smelled purely of deliciousness and that the calamari in the cavern mushroom sauce would probably be amazing, and yet he was only able to think about the fact that he would probably have to be the one to tell poor fucking Nort about Rolt. He hadn't liked the woman, but she was good to her men and people that could earn her respect, and it was an awkward thing to admit that perhaps Nort had been right in saying that Viktor fell into the latter category. 
 
    Now that Rolt was dead, it felt somehow like he had wronged her by not returning the sentiment. 
 
    'Do you still have the arm?' 
 
    'I do,' Henrey nodded. 
 
    'I'll need to see it so I can confirm.' Viktor put his face in his hands, heaving the sigh of an exhausted man. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nineteen: The Axe and the Physician 
 
    'I would recommend selling off the Erolos' stables,' Exaltress said contemplatively, perched in one of the chairs in a side office Viktor had cleared out. 
 
    'That's their primary source of revenue,' Viktor said, eyes not straying from the axe gingerly leaning against the wall. He knew Exaltress was unnerved by the way he stared at it, but she said nothing. 
 
    She especially didn't say anything about the dark, oppressive aura that was filling the room. Cold and frightening, making the hairs on his neck stand on end. When he looked at the axe[DR133], Viktor felt like he was lost in the Black Forest, being chased by something immaterial... 
 
    'I grant that it was fucked when Lym thought selling warhorses to the men fighting the Graceland Wars would work out, but Adelstrad is about to be steeped in a need for decent mounts. Surely, they must have some stock to sell off for a quick and easy profit.' 
 
    She gestured to him with her quill, tapping one armoured leg over the other. 'Exactly. Their stables have potential, but since the family started to fall into decline, their ability to properly manage those stables has essentially evaporated. Lym was something of an aberration for his bloodline, having more business sense than martial skills, at least at first. Percivalia was the one that knew more about how to keep horses. After her… incident, Lym was somewhat soured on the entire concept of them.' 
 
    'Right, because his wife died fucking one, so I suppose he felt like it was a bit of a smack in the face to be expected to properly maintain the stables. I thought it was funny that he started moving capital into other projects in the city itself at the same time as he started gearing up to ship warhorses to Theronl. Do you suppose on some level he knew he was killing his business?' 
 
    'Lord Erolo was always a complex man…,' Exaltress hedged. 
 
    'Hmph. Right. What do you imagine I'll get for the stables?' 
 
    She took a gentle sip of the wine Hillary had poured for her, even as Viktor's eyes still didn't leave the wolf's head on the axe handle. 'It's funny you should mention. Mister Grenmald and I were speaking earlier today. He's willing to offer you ninety-five gold cubes for the entire business.' 
 
    'Hmph. Makes sense the arms dealer would like to take the opportunity to get his fingers in that particular pie. Explain to me how I know you aren't stiffing me for Gomu's sake. I strongly get the impression that Tika, Bearia and he are close-knit and you have been their banker for something like a decade now.' 
 
    'Well, I think the fact that you're paying me three and a half gold pieces a year for my services and the fact that I'm a professional might factor into it,' Exaltress said, somewhat testily. 'My job is to manage my clients' money and ruthlessly ensure they make more of it, which I'm not shy to brag that I'm very good at, but that doesn't come at the expense of my other clients.' 
 
    'Fair, I just wanted to hear you mention that specifically. What about the bakery and the sawmill? You mentioned a smithy?' 
 
    'Lady Bon Bardas has put in eighteen gold cubes for the sawmill. Tika's offered less coin but is willing to give you discounts on prices from the Harbour District.' 
 
    'Clever girl. Now that the Harbour is going up in flames and she needs to save coin, she's offering to pay me with discounts on business she probably won't have in a few weeks.' 
 
    'Hence why, as much as I can respect Lady Vin Ley's savvy, I'd recommend taking the coin. The bakery is doing well only because the… criminal elements you mentioned were involved in its management, and the smithy is an abandoned workshop. I'd not bet on getting more than thirty gold for both, and none of my close associates are offering.' 
 
    Viktor considered it, taking his eyes off the axe for only a moment to consider some of the notes. 
 
    'Right. Kill the bakery and the smithy, and sell the sawmill to Tika, but make sure you tell her that I expect a favour from her in the near future, seeing as we both know that A, she needs the coin and B, the Harbour angle is a pure coin.' 
 
    'I'll… bring your counterproposal to her desk. This leaves your finances a little more stable for now, but I'd still advise selling off some of the artwork in the manor.' 
 
    'Sell it all off. Anything that's purely decorative or can be replaced by a cheaper alternative, just auction it off. I don't have [DR134]time for Lym's visible excess to begin with.' 
 
    'Very well.' Exaltress nodded. 'That puts you in a better position, and I have contacts with some merchants that would ensure you got decent deals. There is still a deficit, however. I'm afraid that the only way to erase it and perhaps make a small profit may be to sell the manor itself.' 
 
    'That would put all the staff out of a job.' 
 
    'Perhaps, but it's not as if they can't find work elsewhere.' 
 
    'Not in this refugee crisis. People with just the clothes on their backs work for cheap, and I've already heard rumours of nobles firing staff and replacing them with desperate commoners that'll work for mouldy bread and a stone floor to sleep on. Just minimise expenses for now and let me suss some things out.' 
 
    'Of course. I will be putting the remainder of your funds into wartime industries. Gomu has been kind enough to offer you a slightly higher cut if you'd be willing to put coin into arms manufacturing and the hiring of foreign mercenaries. He expects he'll make a significant promise subcontracting those men to the Ba—to Lord Fairfax. There is also the matter of, on the subject of extra expenses, those fifty men-at-arms you've hired to guard the manor.' 
 
    Viktor chuckled. Mulkin's face had been that of a slapped arse when he'd walked in with fifty living merchant guardsmen in full armour, sneering masks included. That neither of them liked one another and would probably already be throwing blades at each other in any other circumstance was fact, but Mulkin needed the work and Viktor could trust that the man never fucked around with a paying client. 
 
    'Those men are an investment more than anything else. Speaking of, I'll be taking them with me when I go see your brother tomorrow.' 
 
    Viktor gauged her for a reaction, but she offered none, not even a small movement in her body language. He had suspected that Exaltress's relationship with her brother was strained, but the implication that he might get killed by Viktor's men didn't even seem to bother her in the least. 
 
    'Very good. Mark my words, Viktor, I am the best wealth manager in the province, and it won't be long before I start churning you a profit. I would, however, advise that you start looking into alternate revenue streams. It never hurts to have a backup plan in place. 
 
    'That you now have a small band of mercenaries at your disposal is perhaps less an expense than an opportunity. I have already seen bounties posted offering coin to wipe out small groups of marauders and some mountain goblins that have decided to take advantage of the chaos in the province by raiding some of our supply lines and rural villages.' 
 
    'Mm. Where standing armies are stretched thin, mercenaries make money. I know Mulkin prefers salary work to getting paid per job, but I'll speak to him about it. Maybe he wouldn't mind some extra coin being tossed his way.' 
 
    'Very good.' Exaltress stood, Viktor's eyes drawing towards her as she did. 'If it's alright, I've also taken the liberty of putting some names forward for a seneschal. Your newfound status as a wealthy Blackclad living in a nobleman's houses in the Uppers has caused some... Let's call it chatter, among your neighbours. I suspect that having someone to manage the house itself may help you clean the place up. You may soon find yourself needing to interact with some of the nobles and richer merchants.' 
 
    'Joy of joys. Please tell me that they won't just be coming here to stare.' 
 
    'A good portion will, but let's not beat around the bush, Viktor. You've become a man of a terrible sort of renown, and yet despite that, the whispers also say that you can be reasonable if you're caught in a good mood. In times like the ones we're in now, being on good terms with a frightening man with a small army, connections throughout the city and a big axe can be a valuable thing indeed.' Exaltress's head turned a little bit to Viktor's new weapon as she spoke, betraying her lingering unease. 
 
    He didn't blame her. 
 
    'I see the logic. I'll take a look at some of your recommendations.' 
 
    'Very good. Will there be anything else?' 
 
    'No, that's all for now. Thanks for seeing me on short notice. I imagine that recent events have had you busy, now that everyone is shifting their money out of businesses that are about to do poorly and into markets that do well during wartime.' 
 
    'Indeed, but if I'm honest, I enjoy the challenge.' Exaltress offered a slight bow of her head, then left, closing the door quietly behind her. 
 
    Strange woman. He wondered what the hell her story was. And yet, that could come later. Viktor turned back to the axe, regarding it for a few more moments. 
 
    'I'll call you… Vulkfur, I think.' 
 
    A low, playful growl that Viktor heard inside his skull gave him the impression that Vulkfur approved. Either that, or maybe his favourite physician had slipped something into his latest prescription of sleeping powder by accident when she was making it out. 
 
    * * * 
 
    'Any pain?' Ordo asked, unwrapping Viktor's bandaged hand with supreme gentleness. 
 
    'Still a little bit, but it's ambient, not really sharp.' 
 
    'Throbbing or constant?' 
 
    'Mostly constant, but there's a little bit of a jump when I move around or if I brush something.' 
 
    'That's a good sign, more than anything else. If the pain was unchanging, I might be worried there was an infection or that it was going a little necrotic.' Ordo guided his palm over to the magnification glass she was holding up to her face, examining it. 'No, this is healing quite nicely. I'm just glad that you're the kind of patient that actually takes the medicine as prescribed. I get so irritated with Rosh when I find out that big baby has been dabbing salvestone on his old war wounds outside of the schedule I set for him.' 
 
    'Hmm. Soldiers are paradoxically some of the bravest and most wimpish men in the world. They get taught to focus through pain on the battlefield, and yet attention from the medics concerns them to their core.' 
 
    Ordo chuckled, gently picking up a scalpel. 'There's a tiny amount of dead flesh I would prefer to prune off, but we're discussing a few millimetres' worth. Will you let me remove it?' 
 
    'How much will it hurt?' Viktor eyed the blade cautiously. 
 
    'Not at all, if you let me inject some salvestone.' 
 
    'Ugh... Go ahead, you nitpicker.' 
 
    'Better me than a doctor who's sloppy,' Ordo said smugly as she pulled a tiny syringe out. 
 
    Hmph. As much as he liked to joke about Rosh, Viktor didn't like having surgical tools in him. He supposed Ordo was the only person he'd ever let come anywhere near him with a needle or scalpel without making a fuss or at the very least a rude remark. 
 
    He made an irritated groaning sound as she drew the point in, and she looked sheepish for a moment, pulling the needle out and depositing it on the far side of the desk. 
 
    'Sorry. Did that hurt?' 
 
    'A little bit, but you know how much I hate those fucking things.' 
 
    'I'm sorry, this will only take a second.' 
 
    'You don't—Ugh.' Viktor sighed angrily. 'Ordo, you don't need to apologise for giving me literal free healthcare.' 
 
    'Err, sorry.' Ordo ducked her head again, and he could immediately tell she was in a skittish mood. Ordo only apologised for apologising when she'd had a fucked day. 
 
    'You alright?' he asked. 
 
    'I know I like to complain that I spend too many hours working, but ever since the Lowers got sectioned off by Lord Fairfax and the Watch started getting fewer and fewer active postings, I haven't had much to do. I've been feeling a bit sir crazy. You know how it is, you get the exact same thing sometimes.' 
 
    'Yeah.' Viktor thought about it for a moment, then gently moved his good hand onto her head, gently patting her scalp. Ordo blushed and shivered a little but didn't tell him to cease [DR135]as Viktor contemplatively moved his touch through her hair a few times, then trailed two fingers down her cheek. 
 
    Ordo's shivering reached fever pitch and her breathing quickened, but she met his eyes silently, something unspoken passing between them. 
 
    'I've missed you,' she said quietly. 
 
    Viktor turned away a little awkwardly. 'I have similar opinions. Life has been shit since Nikolas left. I feel like I've been asking you for a lot of favours and not offering much in return.' 
 
    'Hey, don't do that.' Ordo thought about it for a moment, but then gently put both her hands on his injured palm. 'Don't forget our talk, Viktor. You…mean a lot to me, I suppose.' 
 
    'Yeah, you too.' 
 
    That killed whatever conversation there was, and they both awkwardly shuffled around one another as Ordo retrieved a small metal box. 'I was able to requisition this from the keep. You don't normally get medical benefits because…you know, but Tiny was kind enough to forge the documents for me. I hope you like it.' 
 
    Ordo opened the box to reveal a metal prosthetic shaped in neat but utterly unostentatious iron. Viktor might have assumed it was just a piece of a gauntlet if not for the shiny silver gears he could see lining the inside. 
 
    'I know it looks a little basic, and I can't really say it's top of the line by any means, but this is the standard watchman's model. The iron layering is there to protect the silver internal parts. Try to tolerate it for now. I've put an order in for a better quality one from Oxenstein, on the house.' 
 
    'Amda, you didn't need to do that.' 
 
    'And yet I wanted to, and I'm hoping it might be a good way to help you overcome[DR136] your slightly bad habit of feeling guilty when people try to give you gifts.' She looked at him meaningfully. 'So help me by letting me help you, alright?' 
 
    'Yeah.' 
 
    Ordo gently moved the metal finger back into the lantern light and onto a little wooden platform.  
 
    'It's a munition model, mass produced and not tailor made like some of the more expensive options, but reliable and made with[DR137] decent quality. The older and cheaper types don't involve as much cutting-edge alchemy or precise surgery. More a case of roughly bolting the machine onto someone and then fixing the resulting injuries with salvestone after the fact, if you're lucky. 
 
    'I know Nort swore by this make when I asked him, but I think he might have just gotten used to the pain.' 
 
    'Will it hurt to install?' 
 
    'I doubt it, especially given that I'm installing a socket first instead of directly attaching it. The larger concern is the phantom pains, but those tend to be much worse in the cases of rushed jobs performed by unskilled hands. You mentioned your mercenary acquaintance had a hand that looked like it was made completely of silver? Those are much better for phantom pains, the much more expensive kinds of fleischmetall normally reserved for nobles. It's much more dextrous, and allows them to feel sensations, but it can also be more fragile. 
 
    'Military fleischmetall uses only a minimal amount of silver, mostly in the connections to the nerves and the internal clockwork that you can't skimp on if you don't want a whole host of very nasty outcomes. But it's still painfully expensive to build entire limbs with precious metals as the core alchemical component, but for men who do a lot of fighting with blades and axes, the ability to feel pain or flex your fingers down to the millimetre aren't that important.' 
 
    Ordo held the metal closer to the light, showing him the internal lining of the finger. 
 
    'See these little silver pins here? Those are what connects the socket to your actual flesh. Sort of a middle ground between your purely organic organs and the completely mechanical prosthetic itself. I know they look scary, but they're pre-coated in salvestone to encourage nerve growth.  
 
    'Once they're spiked into the stump, your nerve endings will regrow and "travel" into the disc, through the hollow silver pins and into key points in the socket. This is what will allow you to move the phalanges. The finger itself I would recommend gently popping off while you sleep to let your muscles and flesh rest, but be careful of the socket. If it gets damaged or torn out, I'll need to implant a new one.' 
 
    'Fucking creepy.' 
 
    Ordo chuckled. 'Ja, just a little, I suppose.' 
 
    'Right. But why a material as expensive as silver?' 
 
    'The alchemy used to create the fleischmetall is a closely kept secret in Oxenstein, the same way Adelstrad has refused to let anyone get an idea of how the smokeships and shamblebrasses work, but I can tell you that whatever magic goes into making the prosthetic move the same way an arm or a leg would only seems to work using that one specific metal.' 
 
    Ordo set about gently scrubbing the injured portions of his hand with a cleanser liquid of some sort, eyes focusing on her task even as she kept speaking. 
 
    'After the Green Plague, so many people had lost body parts, either to injury or the plague itself. There… were a lot of people that simply had their flesh rot off while they were alive but managed to survive without it spreading to the rest of their body. Often through cauterisation and amputation.' 
 
    She narrowed her eyes in concentration, speaking as she worked. 
 
    'On a deadly serious note, if this thing ever gets damaged, please don't ever go to some back-alley iron surgeon or whatever the local equivalent is and let him tell you that replacing a few silver gears with any other metal will do the job. 
 
    'It won't, and as much as you can get away with changing the external casing out, if you try to put another metal in the internals without knowing exactly what you're doing, you'll feel the living silver grinding against the foreign object as if they were your own nerves. 
 
    'I've heard horror stories about poorer people in Oxenstein that had to skimp on proper maintenance and wound up killing themselves from the pure pain when they had a nerve spike and couldn't pull the implant off their body… or did manage to and then died from haemorrhaging. This is before I discuss rust pox or the risk of carrying around a prosthetic that has been rendered a clunky, useless piece of metal.' 
 
    'Fucking ouch.' 
 
    Ordo nodded, taking a tiny scalpel and gently starting to dig at some of the flesh she'd wasn't happy with, depositing small clumps of human meat into a glass tray. 
 
    'Also, be careful of dirt. That leads to the same problem. This will need regular cleaning. I'd prefer it if you'd let me do that as well with a swab or something. The mail I ordered from Oxenstein is a full silver make, and the casing is a little more airtight. So you should have a lot less to worry about in that regard.' 
 
    Viktor considered her for a moment, pored over him and his injury as she was. 
 
    'Thank you for that, Ordo. I'll pay you back the cost.' 
 
    'No, you won't,' she said simply, then smiled at him with her eyes. 'The Oxensteinian government subsidises some purchases by its citizens of more basic fleischmetall as a necessity, and even the full silver ones can get a price decrease, so it's not as if I'm losing an arm and a leg. Also, physicians make more money than they probably should. Not much point in coin if I can't spend it on the things that actually matter.' 
 
    Ordo gently picked the finger up and let him see as she pulled the ringed socket portion off the bit that would go onto his stump. 'So, we attach this to your stump now and we let it rest for a full twelve hours, with additional salvestone injects every half hour. Once it's done, I can attach the actual digit.' 
 
    Ordo shrugged, flipping the small circular piece like it was a coin and then winking at him. 
 
    'Exactly how any of this is accomplished is the kind of secret Oxenstein has killed to protect in the past. I am taught only to install the device during surgery. I know very little of how it works in theory.' 
 
    'That's fucking creepy.' 
 
    Ordo chuckled. 'If Adelstrad is a scary place, then yes, Oxenstein is a creepy place. May I?' 
 
    'I suppose...' 
 
    Ordo gently poured a final amount of salvestone onto the socket, then she guided it onto his stump, twisting it onto what was left of the missing finger with incredible slowness meant to ward off any residual pain. 
 
    She pulled a tiny hammer and pick off the table, carefully inserting a pin into one of the slots lining the socket. 
 
    Ordo worked quickly, gently hammering pins into his insensate flesh, peering at the socket with practiced ease and making the slightest adjustments based on the way he twitched or even the exact pitch the pins made as they moved into his flesh. 
 
    Viktor felt no pain during the entire process, and that was perhaps the creepiest thing of all. 
 
    'Does anything feel off? Any sting?' 
 
    'No, just a little bit of ghost sensation. Like the stump has fallen asleep.' 
 
    'Ah, good. That means you're already responding well to it. If the itching starts to drive you mad—which it probably will in my experience with rapid nerve growth—come to me and I'll apply a small tincture. Just bear in mind that it might give you an upset stomach, so don't ask me for it frivolously.' 
 
    'Right.' Viktor brought the metal closer to him, examining[DR138] it. 
 
    'Thanks, Ordo.' 
 
    She nodded, then considered the door as her face turned more serious. 
 
    'That… patient you asked me to take care of. He's still unresponsive, [DR139]but his vitals are stable.' 
 
    That wasn't good news. Viktor sighed for a moment, leaning back in his chair. 'Nothing? Not a twitch?' 
 
    Ordo shook her head apologetically. 'I'm of course willing to keep him on life support as long as I'm able, but in the long term... I suppose I should tell you that it may be kinder to offer him a lethal injection.' 
 
    Viktor shook his head, giving the door a conspiratorial look. 'Not an option,' he whispered. 'The amount of trouble we went through to swap John Fate's and Hulkreug's faces was immense, and I'm positive that once I find that fucking doll Stimlyf made and have Stendeval destroy it, he'll wake up or at least improve a little. Prat as he is, he's the closest thing the city has to an alternative Nameless Baron.' 
 
    'And yet the Baron's dead, Viktor.' 
 
    'A lot of people tell me not to be so sure about that, and I think I might be beginning to become suspicious and superstitious too. I mean, look at the people we're discussing. John Fate was an unrepentant serial killer and a psychopath of note, but even he could take cognisance of the fact that regardless of how I felt, somebody would order his death soon enough. This led him to accepting a bargain. I swore to keep his sister in enough coin for her to live comfortably for the rest of her life and make sure that neither she nor her children ended up like John. He agreed to that surgery and then to keeping his mouth shut, pretending to be DeWinter and not spoiling the charade in his final hours. 
 
    'I think that the only reason he did this was because he wanted to have one final act of power over Vanessa, the sick thrill of making sure that she knew that the only reason she could eat was because he was providing for her.' 
 
    Viktor leaned forward. 'And yet, unlike Hulkreug, he was still able to speak. His only reason to stay silent and not tattle on us to the Baron was the sick thrill of being able to be there to get blown up with that old tyrant, an enthusiasm for which he couldn't have faked when I spoke to him in his cell. This is what I had to use to get that little bomb plot off the ground, and he still looks about fifteen orders of magnitude more reasonable than Fairfax or the Old Man in Red.' 
 
    Ordo stared at him for a moment, then nodded her head slowly. 
 
    'Even Hulkreug would be the kind of person capable of reason and compromise. Neither the Fourth Baron nor Druke Fairfax have ever been capable of compromise. At best, they can make deals that they'll break in a moment's notice if they're able to and if it benefits them. We can't have someone like that running the city during a war. It'll ruin us. It's either Hulkreug or Nikolas. Those are the only people sane enough to run this city that also have even a shred of the required legitimacy to make things run properly and get everyone in line. 
 
    'My preference would always be Nikolas, but if he gets killed on the frontline somewhere because the Baron pulled a Lord Lumbar...' 
 
    Ordo was silent for several moments, the flicking candle the only movement between them. 
 
    'I'll keep checking in on him every hour when I'm able. Now that I'm less busy at the keep, I'll be able to focus more time towards him.' 
 
    Viktor nodded silently. 
 
    'Viktor?' Ordo said after a moment. 
 
    'Yeah?' 
 
    'The city's gone even more insane than it was to begin with. I won't ask you to promise me not to die or get hurt, because you can't make that guarantee.' Ordo looked at him with eyes that had seen a lot of death. 'So instead, promise me that you won't die because you did something stupid, and that you won't get hurt because you decided to play hero. When Nikolas gets back, I refuse to be the one to tell him that your bad end was avoidable. Do you understand me?' 
 
    There was an iron in her voice that Viktor hadn't ever heard before, and now it was his turn to shiver a little bit at how unnerving Ordo looked right now. 
 
    'I promise.' 
 
    She was quiet for a few moments, then she got up without a word, moved a few steps closer to him and wrapped her arms around him in the tightest hug he'd ever received. Viktor was shocked for a moment, then he returned the embrace with an uncertainty he would never have allowed anyone else to see. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty: The Guild of Dust 
 
    Mulkin found Viktor in Lym's office as the executioner was peering out of the window towards the furthest parts of the Middle below, using a damaged spyglass to get a decent view of the city. 
 
    'I see that Fairfax has finally gotten around to tearing the Guild of Merchants' banners off the walls. The Baronial guardsmen are swarming over the city like ants. Setting up barricades, moving supplies about. They're expecting the siege to get underway soon.' 
 
    Viktor had a view of the Baron's Guard trailing around the city like the little insects of duty they were, each man little more than a red and iron pinprick. The formations of them were growing larger by the day. 
 
    Drill sergeants passed between countless rows of men practicing drills with pikes, and mock battles with wooden weapons were taking place in the larger courtyards. Their movements were sloppy and lacked the coordination Nikolas had demanded of his own men. Fitting, for an army of men motivated by a desire for money and blood instead of the urge to protect and serve. 
 
    Fairfax would likely be forced to make an important political decision soon: declaring himself regent in absence of a Nameless Baron or declaring himself the first baron of a new line. Both carried risks. A mere regent was much easier to justify deposing than the historical rulers, but him taking the mantle of Baron would likely be seen as presumptuous and arrogant by some circles. 
 
    Either way, Fairfax was about to have a hard time, and Viktor imagined that Gauss was in a fouler mood than normal, buried under stress and having difficulty juggling Druke Fairfax's political appointments with the practical needs of the Watch. The first of Kor's encrypted letters had come by the Lieutenant's personal servant shamblebrass to Viktor's gates, hidden under a delivery of exotic chocolates of all things. 
 
    Smart of Kor to hide information on troop movements inside what was additionally a bribe meant to tempt Viktor's well-known sweet tooth. He supposed Kor was sensing the writing on the wall and taking measures to get into the executioner's good books. 
 
    Still, even despite Viktor's certainty that the hundred or so promises Kor had made to the tune of not fucking Viktor over, he'd had to dump the chocolate. 
 
    No fix for the sweet ache was worth risking the possibility that Kor had found a way to get around the candour couplings and sneak some poison into the goodies... At the very least, it made for an unsuspicious delivery. If push came to shove and anyone asked, they could just say that Kor had a lady friend in Viktor's manor that he was wooing. 
 
    'The city is changing faster than anyone can keep up with it. It seems just yesterday that Hulkreug's little treason was on everyone's tongue, and the Guild of Merchants was reeling to figure out what the fuck they're going to do about it. Now the decision is out of their hands, and we have demon worshippers mooring idle on our shores.' 
 
    '"Our,"' Mulkin sniffed. 'You certainly seem to have gotten used to thinking that you belong here, Viktor. You aren't Adelstradian.' 
 
    'What can I say, Mulkin?' Viktor said nonchalantly as his eyes tracked a line of men in the Middle that were taking the Baron's silver, sticking their thumbprints on a paper in their own blood as a templar and a Guard officer supervised. As soon as each man was done, he was hastily badgered onto a wooden platform where his measurements were taken by a trio of skittish aides and then given to a waiting blacksmith. If a breastplate and helmet that would fit were found, he would be fitted with it. 
 
    If not, the aides would hold the nervous recruit still as the smith heated a breastplate until it was red-hot and then banged it into the right shape as the man watched. Once the smith was satisfied, he'd cool it in a barrel of water and then the aides would take the newly shaped plate and hastily make last-minute adjustments, pulling on straps and hastily filing away the worst of the sharp edges that had formed. 
 
    Behind that smith, an entire neighbourhood of men like him worked. Hammers rose and fell like ringing bells and every minute more bundles of weapons and armour were piled into the square, waiting for the ever-growing lines of men and women desperate or foolhardy enough to serve in the new Baron's Guard. 
 
    The Watch would likely be replaced soon, seeing as Gauss was apparently already moving men from its ranks and putting them into the Guard. No doubt it would be kept on as a formality and not formally disbanded, but it was becoming clear that the Upper Keep was simply to be the place where Fairfax dumped the fighting men who hadn't been deemed by Gauss to be loyal enough for their needs. 
 
    It mattered very little, in the end. Viktor had killed one baron. Killing another would be child's play when the time came and if Fairfax proved to be the lesser tyrant Viktor suspected he might shape himself into. 
 
    'Adelstrad is growing on me.' 
 
    Mulkin was silent, the only indication of his presence the heavy breathing that told Viktor that the mercenary was considering killing him. He didn't bother turning from the window, finding himself in a contemplative mood. 
 
    So this was why Nikolas was always peering menacing out of windows. He was considering everything he had to lose if he fucked something up or made the wrong call. Idly, Viktor wondered what was more stressful: Nikolas's wartime service as a general or his time serving in King Louis's peacetime forces. 
 
    'Are you planning to kill me, Mulkin?' Viktor asked casually. 
 
    'I'm genuinely considering it,' Mulkin ground out. 
 
    'Hmm. I appreciate that you and I don't really get along, but I'd like to remind you that not only do you and the few men who've stuck with you instead of taking the Baron's silver desperately need the coin I'm offering you, but I've additionally paid you the cost of that fleischmetall.' 
 
    'Does nothing to change the fact that you took my hand in the first place,' Mulkin sniffed. 
 
    'Oh, definitely not. But we all sometimes have to make dirty compromises that we don't like. I'm under no illusions that as soon as you're not under contract, you'll try to kill me. My question is thus: are you going to be a professional as long as your contract is in effect, and I keep the silver flowing?' 
 
    The sound of metal on metal[DR140] emanating from behind Viktor told the executioner that Mulkin was repeatedly drawing his sword just a little bit and then sheathing the blade again, a habit Viktor had previously noticed the mercenary partook in when he was agitated. 
 
    'You're a pathetically smug man, Viktor,' Mulkin hissed. 
 
    'I'm also really tired lately, Mulkin. Too much on my plate and not enough hands to get things done. Don't misunderstand, I would normally use Mosaic for this kind of work, but his ability to move around the city is severely hampered compared to yours, and there are political considerations I need to make. I'm not paying you to like me, I'm paying you to check boxes off my motherfucking list.' 
 
    Viktor turned, glowering at Mulkin from under his hood[DR141]. 'Either tell me that you're willing to compromise and wind your neck in like the professional you're reputed to be, or come over here and attempt and subsequently fail to kill me with that sword so I can get on with my day. There're less scrupulous men that I can pay to lead your men around, and I wouldn't mind taking that magic sword off your body.' 
 
    'I know you wouldn't,' Mulkin hissed. 'It's seems I have to beat scavengers away every second Tuesday now that I'm carrying Eidelweld on me.' 
 
    'Stupid fucking name for a sword. Where'd you get it?' 
 
    'I have an… associate in the Lowers who, worrying as his existence is, has ways of seeping magic into weapons.' 
 
    Ah, fuck's sake, Henrey. Viktor believed the man when he said the process was purely alchemical, but that didn't mean the Church would be happy to find out that the old, bald fool was distributing magic weapons as if they were cheap chocolates. 
 
    Viktor shrugged irately, silently telling Mulkin to make a fucking decision. The mercenary chewed on his own lip angrily and drew his blade the furthest out of the sheath it had been that day, then shook his head and put it back in. 
 
    The mercenary narrowed his eyes at him, spitting on Viktor's carpet. 'You aren't worth getting a reputation as an untrustworthy sellsword, Viktor. That kind of thing kills men in my profession. But understand me clearly, if there's even a single payment that's late by even a day, you and I will go back to the killing floor.' 
 
    'Your opinion on the matter has been motherfucking made note of. Now tell your men to get ready to leave the city.' 
 
    Mulkin blinked. 'What the hell for?' 
 
    'I have business with Henrard Kolk's guild that I've been putting off for too long due to the small mountain of distractions the city has been throwing at me. Make sure your men paint their masks a different colour and tar their armour. I don't need anyone thinking you're still affiliated with the Merchant Guard.' 
 
    Mulkin offered Viktor one final scowl, but lowered his head, bumped a fist to his chest in salute and stormed out of the office. 
 
    Him and Viktor would eventually come to blows again, that much was obvious. The question was one of time and when Viktor would be stupid enough to present his back to Mulkin. The mercenary likely wouldn't make a move when Viktor was the one source of coin he had available to him, but as soon as a better option showed itself to Mulkin, Viktor's time to be able to not worry about the mercenary would be measured in how many days Mulkin had left in his six-month contract. 
 
    Perhaps fewer, if Mulkin decided he could kill Viktor without anyone knowing about it. 
 
    * * * 
 
    'You're abominably late, executioner. I was told to expect your presence here days ago. Just where have you been?' 
 
    Henrard Kolk's voice was nasally, but he could hear the tiny traces of the accent that made him sound similar to his sister. A rough, enunciated lilt. Some corner of Westrom and its endless variety of regional dialects, no doubt. That was where the similarities came to a screeching halt. 
 
    As[DR142] Henrard Kolk slowly led Viktor down the winding, cavernous chambers of the Guild of Dust's Cache Hope, Viktor couldn't help but get the impression that Henrard had probably been the kind of child that tracked and skinned the neighbour's cats when he was a boy. 
 
    The man was skinny, painfully skinny in that sort of way that could be attributed to nothing other than disease or severe physical breakdown of the body. He didn't walk, seeing as his legs were too atrophied for that, and instead floated down the dark corridors on a brass throne that hovered in the air with some bright yellow glow that Viktor didn't think was produced by pixiedust. 
 
    'I think you'll forgive me for the delays, Guildmaster Kolk. The Baron's orders to investigate this facility were made a priority to me, but it can sometimes become hard to leave a city to perform my duties when that city's feudal lord fucking explodes. Smokeships have been in short supply and are hard to book lately, even for priority matters such as these. I am here as soon as I feasibly can be.' 
 
    Excuses…,' Henrard muttered, turning to regard Viktor with piercing blue orbs set in a gaunt face. He raised a shaking hand that had had the fingernails replaced with longer brass implants and toyed with the stringy black hair that ran down his pale face. 'You remind me oh so much of my sister that I hear you've had dealings with. No doubt she didn't mention me.' 
 
    'Not really, no.' 
 
    'Foolish woman.' Henrard turned his head forward. 'She never approved of my work. Work which has saved more lives than my own.' Henrard gestured pointedly to his own frame.  
 
    'That armour she wears is less a fashion statement than physical manifestation of my own brilliance, and yet I never got so much as a "Thank you" from her. It's really quite a fascinating prospect, actually. Would you like to know more about it?' 
 
    That perked Viktor's irritation as much as it did his curiosity. He bit down on the urge to tell the man to go fuck himself and stop laying his baggage at Viktor's feet. 
 
    'Guildmaster Kolk, I'd remind you that I'm here on officially sanctioned business on orders from the late Baron himself. As much as I genuinely would be fascinated to hear more of what goes on here in this workshop, I'm unfortunately in a position where I don't have much time for nice things.' 
 
    The flattery seemed to calm Henrard down just a little, which went further to confirming one of Viktor's other suspicions. 
 
    End spoke very little of her creator and that seemed to suit her just fine as she was, but the one time he had gotten even a little bit of information out of her on the matter, she had intimated that her "father" was an alchemist in the city. 
 
    Viktor knew of only two people that by reputation were insane and brilliant enough to create the clockwork marvel that was his thief friend, and the executioner certainly didn't get the impression that Henrey had been the one who left End in a broken heap in one of the city's back alleys, barely functional and bleeding oil. 
 
    He had assumed she was some sort of advanced shamblebrass at first and had only taken her to Henrey because he was hoping to sell her for parts. The revelation that End the walking corpse was in fact End the sapient automaton had put a dagger of ice into Viktor's heart. 
 
    She'd tried to kill both of them when she'd woken up on Henrey's operating table, several of her organs repaired and others still missing. Only Viktor's quick reflexes and Henrey's promises that they would fix her other mechanisms had placated her. 
 
    If Henrey wasn't as sharp as he was to recognise what Viktor was asking him to disassemble, the executioner would have one more body on his hands. He'd never said it aloud to End, but he felt the bastard for that and had helped her get back on her feet with work in Mickey's guid largely out of sheer, white-hot guilt. 
 
    The point stood, however, that End had not had good words to say of her father and it was telling that she had never mentioned any desire to go back to him. 
 
    Viktor could prove nothing, but if he found out Henrard had been the one to discard such a gentle soul like [DR143]broken furniture, Viktor would take his skin from him and fashion it into a cloak. 
 
    'Hmm. Yes. I was most concerned when His Grace, Stone God rest his soul, sent a runner to tell me that my workshop may have a breach. It is as I said to that blubber-faced pustule from the Court—' 
 
    'Lortly?' 
 
    'Yes.' Kolk pointed a finger at Viktor. 'I believe that was his name. I told him that the chances of us having a breach were infinitesimally small. We are utterly underground, for Stone God's sake. Exactly where would a smuggler even enter to steal from us?' 
 
    Hmm. That must have been before Lortly had been put forth as the Baron's preferred candidate in the Guild of Merchants' elections. Poor sod had evidently been promoted... 
 
    'I think you might misunderstand the connotations of the word, Guildmaster. We aren't concerned that someone stole from you in any kind of manner that involved forced entry or trespassing. You'll find the city's various dark guilds have a myriad creative ways to sneak people into places. They might have walked away with trace amounts of pixiedust in their pockets.' 
 
    'I say again, impossible.' Kolk leaned over the side of his chair to sneer at Viktor. 'Every inch of this workshop is watched, and every half an inch is guarded. The infiltration would need to be utterly complete. Logbooks forged, shamblebrasses discreetly told to ignore suspicious behaviour in certain sections, guards bribed, counters dusted off, alternative materials mixed in with the outgoing product to fool weight tallies in the city proper.' 
 
    Hmm. Kolk certainly seemed to have a lot of good ideas of how to smuggle dust out... Was that because he took his own security seriously or because he had been dipping into his own pockets with his other hand...? 
 
    'A name was given to us by Hulkreug DeWinter before he was executed.' 
 
    'Before he was blown up, you mean,' Henrard laughed cruelly, it quickly evolving into a cough he covered with [DR144]his sleeve. 
 
    'I hadn't laughed as hard in years as I did when I heard that the Old Man in Red managed to die in an explosion of all things.' 
 
    'The name is Tasya vas Krieg, Guildmaster. I understand that she's one of your foremen.' Viktor tilted his head at Kolk and gave him a pointed look as the coughing man led them further and further into the bowels of Cache Hope. 
 
    The entire place was underground as Kolk had said, and it was also built like a giant fucking labyrinth. The stone here was brown and old and the alchemists hadn't bothered to replace it with brickwork in many places, leaving the underground building a cavernous trail of doors that seemed to go nowhere and everywhere and corridors that were only barely lit by the yellow-glowing lanterns lining the walls. 
 
    Kolk was silent for several moments. 'I find it highly doubtful that vas Krieg had anything to do with any missing dust. As I say, we still have no evidence that any of my pixiedust even went missing in the first place. You seem to be implying that this sort of thing goes back more than a few months, at least. I have a hard time understanding how an amount to the tune of what was seized from those smugglers could simply be siphoned off. Even were it to be, as you say, "snuck out in people's pockets," the sheer deficit between what's has been reported leaving Cache Hope and what's actually left would have been picked up on. If somehow not by us, then by our clients when they inevitably write angry letters to complain of not getting what they paid for.' 
 
    'Have any such letters arrived?' 
 
    'If they had, I would have told you of them up front, now wouldn't I?' Kolk said sharply. 'You are more than welcome to question anyone in the facility and conduct your investigation, executioner, but do take care not to disturb any of my instruments or my employees. The chartered alchemists of my guild lay their trust in my hands to manage this facility for them, for purposes of both research and production, and it would not do for them to find out that you have been… touching things.' 
 
    Rude little prick. Viktor would fucking educate him as soon as he wasn't busy and in need of cordial relations with the floating detritus man. 
 
    'Over course, Guildmaster Kolk. Why don't you begin by showing me the process from beginning to end, starting with the part where the pixies are ground down.' 
 
    'You'll need to go back much further than that if you want to see the start of the process.' All traces of heat left Henrard's voice as he delved back into topics of work, the wide gleam of obsession in his eyes. Viktor filed away that getting him to talk about his profession seemed to placate him as much as stroking his ego did. 
 
    Henrard took him down a larger corridor, silently floating along the unnaturally smooth stone until they had to take three lefts and two rights, then move up a spiralling ascent Viktor couldn't discern the structural purpose of. 
 
    Kolk slowed to a stop in front of a giant circular iron door, built with what seemed like a hundred locking mechanisms. On either side stood a heavily armoured shamblebrass with two extra sets of arms and a mace in each of their six hands. 
 
    '[DR145]Beyond this door, you will find sights that shall shock you. I ask you not to speak unless spoken to, and even then, not above a whisper. Most especially, do not vomit or scream, as any disturbance in this portion of the process can become… bothersome.' 
 
    Without waiting for a reply, Henrard waved for the shamblebrasses to open the door. One of them reached over to an iron lever without breaking its forward gaze, pulling it down with the grinding sound of iron against iron. 
 
    Slowly, every lock on the door snapped open as iron bars moved off the surface and the entire structure rotated on its axis. Then the gears aligned and the door slowly began to recede to the floor. 
 
    Before it had even lowered by a few metres, Viktor heard the screaming. It assaulted his ears as a hundred thousand tiny voices cried out in anguish. 
 
    The door receded into the floor, and Henrard floated through the threshold like a psychopomp guiding Viktor down into Hell. 
 
    'We begin, as with all things, with birth.' 
 
    The interior of the room was cavernous, and as Viktor stepped through and his eyes adjusted to the light, he found every inch of it filled with windowless iron cages bolted to the floors and walls. He looked up, finding yet more iron prisons of a hundred different sizes hanging from the ceiling by giant chains. 
 
    'Is this the menagerie?' 
 
    'One of several. This is where we keep the breeding pixies,' Henrard answered, leading Viktor across a large iron catwalk and gesturing below them where a hundred figures in white robes moved between the cages with large spears fitted with devices that emitted an angry blue glow. 
 
    Viktor watched with hitched breath and in morbid fascination as the white-robed figure opened a hatch in one of the larger cages, deposited a box inside and turned a handle that was probably a mechanism to dump the contents out. Immediately, the box shook and quaked and a small amount of screaming emanated from inside. Henrard tapped a hand on Viktor's shoulder to get his attention, beckoning him across the walkway to where another cage was being loaded. There was only one robed figure here, smaller than the others and with their face hidden by an iron mask with a large triangle carved into it for no reason Viktor could discern.  
 
    The robed figure saw them approaching out of the corner of their eye and immediately perked up, standing up straight and offering a tilt of their head, crossing their hands in front of themselves. 
 
    'It's their daily feeding time. You may as well have a look from up close. It's a rare person that's allowed to see what you see now, Viktor. Most of my apprentices must labour for years in our lesser outposts and workshops before they are even considered to be allowed to enter into these chambers. Some never even make it that far, perennially resigned to the role of clerks and bookkeepers without ever being allowed near a beaker or a mortar and pestle. The Baron must favour you greatly if he trusts you to see this.' 
 
    'I suppose he did… in a funny sort of way.' Viktor gave the man a funny look through his hood for the incorrect tense. 
 
    'Ah... Of course. I'm still… getting over the surprise, I suppose would be an apt description. 
 
    'Apprentice… Chast, was it?' Henrard pointed to the smaller figure. 'Chast, what have I told you about keeping your name tag clean? I always feel the bastard if I have to guess my apprentices' names. You're lucky I have everyone's assigned cages memorised.' 
 
    'Erm, sorry, sir,' the woman—more of a girl—squeaked nervously. 
 
    'Would you kindly show our guest the contents of their feed? Perhaps walk him through the steps?' 
 
    Yes, sir.' She dipped her head again before immediately turning to Viktor. 'The pixies need to be kept in confined spaces at all times. We keep them in so many layers of cages to limit the risk of escape if one manages to chew a hole in the metal. Even though the touch of iron is poisonous to them, you never know when one of them manages to find a patch of rust. 
 
    'This also stops them from breeding explosively, seeing as if too many of them fill up on cage, they'll get aggressive and cannibalise one another.' 
 
    'I assume you wear the iron masks as a safety precaution.' 
 
    'Yes.' 
 
    She pulled a metal pole out and used it to open the feeding box laid next to the cage. She pulled the lid open and a vile, disgusting stench immediately assaulted Viktor's senses. He had the treat of looking at a disgusting pile of meat, spying a human ear among the flesh. 
 
    'The fuck?' he demanded. 
 
    'Pixies are entirely carnivorous creatures,' Chast supplied. 'Any ingested plant matter is poisonous to them, and they can't survive on animal flesh for very long. They need to eat meat that comes from sapient creatures. Hobgoblins will do in a pinch, mountain goblins work as emergency diet, but only human flesh really works well in the long term.' 
 
    'And these corpses came from where?' 
 
    'Most are Adelstradian citizens that were taken to the Guild of Corpses for conversion into shamblebrasses but rejected from their pipeline because of physical inadequacies or because whatever killed them left their bodies unfit for conversion. Sometimes we manage to get shipments from Theronl or Oxensteinian graverobbers, the occasional box from Westrom. The pixies don't mind meat that's been rotting for a while. Some of the cages I'm in charge of overseeing actually prefer it.' 
 
    'Right. Such lovely livestock your guild deals in, Master Kolk.' 
 
    'Far from it,' Henrard smirked. 'You'd be forgiven for thinking that a single pixie is a fun little creature of mischief if you only encountered one in the wild, but they reproduce like rabbits and have a habit of swarming. Even a few hundred of them could cause chaos in a village, tearing through it like a plague of locusts and rendering men and women down to their bones in seconds with those sharp mouths of theirs. 
 
    'We would have scoured them from the province long ago if it weren't for their undeniable use as a practically limitless source of magical ingredients. Far from the only things we farm in the province, but definitely among the most deadly. Chast, you may continue.' 
 
    Chast nodded, bending down and struggling to pick the box up, surprising Viktor with how strong she seemed to be under her robes as she shoved the thing into a slot in the cage. 
 
    'Next,' Chast said with a sigh of exertion, 'we close the exterior compartment.' Chase picked up her iron pole and shoved it into a hole in the side of the cage, the sound of metal scraping against metal hurting Viktor's ears. 'Then, only once the exterior compartment is closed, we open the feed box.' 
 
    Another drag of her pole in another slot. 
 
    'And then?' Viktor asked. 
 
    'We open the interior compartment to let the pixies in.' 
 
    Chast did so, and the tiny roars of a hundred mouths immediately split Viktor's skull as the pixies inside [DR146]lashed into a feeding frenzy that broke any quiet there might've been. 
 
    'You say you feed them daily?' 
 
    'Yes, according to a strict schedule. They're creatures of even more predictable habits than dogs. Easy to train after only a few repetitions.' 
 
    'You said something about birth?' Viktor turned to Kolk. 'About breeding?' 
 
    'Yes. These pixies are all fully mature. We take the healthiest specimens of each batch and recycle them until they spawn more of their kind. The inferior units are sent to the grinding pits or the vivisection chambers. Our apprentices are taught to take a pixie apart while still alive long before they learn behavioural habits. It helps build a strong stomach. 
 
    'Oh, Chast, I see by your notes here that this cage has produced some eggs already.' Henrard pointed at the side of the cage where a hundred scribbles written in technical jargon were clipped to it alongside numerous confusing charts. 
 
    Yes, sir. These ones just started spawning yesterday. May I open the viewing tube for you?' 
 
    'I think our guest may benefit from seeing the process up close, Chast.' 
 
    'Yes, sir.' 
 
    Chast [DR147]thumped over to another part of the cage that had several glass portholes built into it, presumably so the workers could see what went on inside without risking getting eaten. She ignored those, instead pulling out a large, nasty-looking pair of pliers and heading to a rectangular compartment. 
 
    'We keep the cages segregated by the pixie's species. It's easier to keep things organised that way, and we don't have to worry about any differences in behaviour between species causing problems. Less risk of alchemical reaction as well.  
 
    'Red, Green and Blue pixies produce smokestone, salvestone and shatterstone respectively, but those are only the most common types. I haven't been cleared for the more exotic ones yet, so I only handle smokestone in the cages I've been assigned to.' 
 
    'How long have you been an apprentice here?' 
 
    'Two years as an apprentice, but I've been studying under the Guild for six years, sir. I started when I was ten as an initiate for a year, then I was a novice for another three.' 
 
    'Young,' Viktor grumbled. 
 
    'Talented,' Henrard countered with a little irritation in his voice as Chast opened up a much smaller port than the others and quickly reached in[DR148] with the pliers, snatching a screaming little pixie out before hastily closing the port again, trapping another little grey-skinned creature in the mechanism in the process. Chast didn't hesitate to slide the port all the way closed, bisecting the attempted escapee in the process. 
 
    'You see?' Henrard beamed as Chast came over, politely holding up the pixie so that Viktor could see. 'Chast is one of my best pupils. Fast as a hawk in the menagerie and quick as a fiddle in lectures. I should have bumped her up from novice to apprentice sooner, in all honesty.' 
 
    Viktor was only half-listening. That the pixie had grey skin instead of red was a surprise, but he supposed the only important colouring was in its red, insect-like wings anyway. Viktor did see a little smattering of red colouring in its eyes and nails as well. 
 
    The pixie was probably female, if the incredibly subtle shaping of its highly androgynous form was any indication, but even naked, it lacked nipples or genitalia, so he could have been wrong. This one was a little shorter and less slender than the one he had thrown at the Laughing Tomb, and it was currently screaming its little head off, trying to chew the pliers apart even as Chast's grip had seemed to have broken several of its ribs. 
 
    'And this one is… pregnant?' 
 
    'No,' Chast answered. 'Pixies don't reproduce the same way humans do. Both genders are capable of giving birth. They vomit eggs onto human corpses that hatch after a few months. I'm told the resemblance is a little similar to caviar. Certainly they look very similar to all the mundane fish eggs I've ever seen.' 
 
    Lovely. 
 
    'And do you use corpses for egg-laying as well?' 
 
    No. In the past, the Guild did use dead bodies and sometimes live criminals in the case of pickier species, but these days we know enough about their pheromone structure that we can use animals for that job, if we spray them with some of the extracted essence.' 
 
    'Living animals, or dead?' 
 
    'Both,' she answered casually. 
 
    That made Viktor angry beyond any reasonable measurement, and he might have beat the shit out of both the creepy little prepubescent girl and Henrard Kolk right there if he hadn't had the sense to grab the pliers out of her hands to keep him occupied, the metal shaking in his grip. 
 
    Viktor ignored Chast's squeak of surprise and the dark look Henrard sent his way, instead bringing the little monster closer and glaring at it. 'How intelligent are pixies, compared to a hobgoblin?' 
 
    'Not comparable,' Chast answered. 'Hobgoblins have near-sapient intelligence. Goblins can only barely use basic tools to hunt and start cooking fires. Pixies are somewhere between goblin and say, a pig?' 
 
    Viktor refrained from chewing her out for calling his hob friends "near-sapient," reminding himself that the great majority of Adelstradians thought of any magical creatures they encountered as being utterly inferior to humans in almost every way. It was a comforting thing, to think of your poorly treated local hob clerk or bookie as being only "almost" within the realms of comparable to a person. It made it easier to justify treating them like shit. 
 
    Viktor crushed the pixie in his grip with the pliers, watching as disgusting[DR149] red vomit and blood that was much too orange to be human poured out of it, along with a few little sacs that burst with what did look like fish eggs. He observed the entire little disgusting mess as it slowly dripped onto the floor, then, with faux gentleness, handed a shocked Chast back her pliers. 
 
    'Your guildmaster and I need to have some fucking conversations, child. Why don't you run along and go play with your alchemy set?' 
 
    Viktor directed her away with a mean nod, turning back to Kolk. The man held his gaze with a scowl for a few seconds, then turned to Chast. 
 
    'Your cages are immaculate as always, Chast. I think perhaps you should take a break for a while. Go find your foreman. Perhaps he has something to keep you busy; I know you hate idle time.' 
 
    Chast hesitated for several seconds, but then Henrard smiled at her and she slowly backed away, turning and leaving. Viktor silently tremored with fury, looming over Henrard. 
 
    'Show me the grinders and then your record rooms, Kolk but'—Viktor stuck a finger in the man's chest none too gently, pushing it upward until he was roughly poking him in the bottom of his jaw so hard that his airflow went a bit narrow—'understand that if you take me to part of this underground den of horrors where I so much as catch a glimpse of farmyard animals being slowly tortured to death by being implanted with pixie eggs, I'm going to start killing people and you will be first.' 
 
    Viktor illustrated his point by grabbing Henrard's skull with both hands and applying pressure to both sides of it. 
 
    Far from unnerved, Henrard instead smiled smugly. 'I'm awfully curious to learn what you did to get that hood on you, Viktor. A man from out of the province, correct? I suppose you came here specifically to commit crimes. 
 
    'Your Dogspeak is almost flawless, and you hide your accent well, but did you know that when you're very angry I can hear you develop a bit of a lisp? I believe I remember being told somewhere that the Dreimian language does not naturally have the solid "s" sound as northerners make it.' 
 
    'We also have a habit of bathing in the blood of our enemies to maintain our youth and using the practice of slavery in place of prisons. Be careful with what you say to me today, Henrard.' Viktor pointed around Henrard's head with an angry finger at the cavernous room and the cages. 
 
    'This? All of this? It's disgusting, but it's also nothing compared to what I'm in the mood to do to people. Your pet alchemists won't be able to keep you safe from me if I decide to take all of this away from you.' 
 
    'Egotistical braggart,' Henrard spat, earning himself a bitch smack that almost sent him out of his chair. 
 
    'You can sit there, and you absolutely can put a brave face on for me[DR150], but I can hear your heartbeat. It's rattling like a drum. And I saw the way your face twitched when I threatened that girl. Emotionally attached, are we? If you push me again, I'll start with her.' 
 
    This time, Henrard was wise enough to say nothing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-One: The Grind 
 
    Viktor watched as another one of Henrard's workers dressed in the white robes and iron masks pulled on a pair of iron gauntlets, securing them tightly to his wrists and fastening them with clamps. 
 
    The man joined three others in picking up a larger box that had been marked with a big[DR151] green 'A' on the side, and they carried it slowly towards the giant, rusted machine that lay in the centre of the chamber, fitting it to the side in the same manner Chast had fitted her feed cage. 
 
    Ironic, seeing as the living contents of that box were about to become food for the machine. It seemed like everything down here ended in consumption sooner or later. 
 
    One of the men motioned to a foreman on a platform above them, one who was bearing a square carving on his mask instead of a triangle. Viktor was beginning to get the feeling that rank was denoted by how many vertexes the shape on a given guild worker's mask had on it. Either way, the foreman returned the gesture with a thumbs up, pulling down a large mechanical crank. 
 
    The machine slowly began to rotate, the giant grinding gears roaring to life. A moment later, the men in the pit below opened the boxes, and the triumphant cackling of the escaped pixies almost immediately turned to terrified screaming as they were taken into the inner workings of the machine. 
 
    Some of the creatures would have tried to stay in the cage, so it made sense that they have been built with a special mechanism that allowed the workers to put their palms on it and slowly push the floor until it was level with the top, the pixies inside screaming as they were inexorably ground to death[DR152]. 
 
    'As you can see,' Henrard sneered, wiping his face with a handkerchief where Viktor had touched, 'there is no material or particle waste from inside the machine. In a moment, they will turn it off, remove all the cages and then filter the dust remnants into specialised cargo tubes such as this one.' 
 
    Henrard tapped an arm-sized tube that had been left on the edge of the catwalk they were observing from. 'After that, these are all taken to be separated. The body of the pixie is mostly useless, save for the wings which produce all the pixiedust. That dust will be sieved out by hand and sorted into categories of quality. Then the raw product will be sent to refinement quarters where it will be further processed into the various types of usable material most of the city knows it as. Smokestone, salvestone and shatterstone.' 
 
    'What about the ground up limbs and organs?' 
 
    'Put back into cages as food. The pixies can derive a small amount of nutrition from their own kind. It saves costs.' 
 
    'How possible is it that some of the dust could be sneaked out off the floor of the grinder?' 
 
    'It's not. I have my novices clean the bottom of it with brushes that are twice as fine and half as big as their toothbrushes[DR153]. On average, it takes twelve hours per grind for them to clean the floor, such is the care we take to ensure nothing is wasted.' 
 
    'And if one of these apprentices were to get a stupid idea and try to sneak some out?' 
 
    'Caught by one of the workers that have proven themselves honest enough to trust with such things, caught by my foremen that are promoted on the basis of their attention to detail and not much else, caught by a shamblebrass who can only be given overridden orders by me personally.  
 
    'The Guild of Dust is one of the most prestigious places of learning in the entire province. Even our newest novices are vetted to exhaustion before they're allowed to even think about beginning work in one of our chapter houses around the province. By the time they are allowed to begin earning the title of "apprentice" by working here in Cache Hope, the weak and the stupid have been culled from their ranks. In my near three decades as guildmaster, I have seen only seven fools try to chance it. Of those, only two made it past the apprentices and only one past the on-duty foreman.' 
 
    'And then?' 
 
    'Poor fool ran afoul of the guardian shamblebrasses, as everyone with a brain knew he would. They're… altered to be able to smell trace amounts of dust leaving the facility for just such an occasion. He fled from them, tried to lose them on one of the catwalks, then managed to trip and feed himself to one of my grinders.' 
 
    Lovely…,' Viktor sighed, watching the workers get to work plugging tubes built into the base of the grinder, pulling on levers to cause some mechanism to open up, and feeding raw pixiedust into them. 
 
    'Fine, we'll come back to this later. Show me how you refine the dust.' 
 
    'Absolutely out of the question,' Henrard said sharply. 'That knowledge is proprietary, and it's been kept secret since the city was founded.' 
 
    'Don't forget that I've been issued a warrant.' 
 
    'The late Baron issued you a warrant to investigate the process for grinding the pixies into dust and then to observe the storage and shipping procedures. Nothing was written of me telling you exactly what mixtures go into what.' 
 
    Viktor growled, cursing that useless, dead tyrant for not writing down a more versatile warrant. 
 
    'Then show me all of your books so I can take them back to my accountants, and then let me question Tasya vas Krieg.' 
 
    Henrard offered him an ugly smile. 'Whatever gets you out of my workshops and laboratories the soonest, executioner. I begin to tire of your rude little displays.' 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Two: The Apprentice Alchemist 
 
    Three hours later, Viktor was infuriated to find that all of Henrard Kolk's books were obsessively in order. Of course, that didn't mean that no numbers had been fudged and that the amounts listed hadn't simply been reported as being lower by tiny increments. 
 
    That's probably how Viktor would do it if he were inclined. For every shipment of dust that required measurements that were exact down to the gram, he would shave a quarter of a gram off and trust that the instruments of his customers wouldn't pick up on the difference. If they did, he would trust that they wouldn't care and tell the workers making the deliveries to keep a pouch of coin on them to compensate for any small errors of calculations. 
 
    Which, upon looking at some documentation Kolk [DR154]issued to the men from the Guild of Couriers that he routinely hired to deliver smaller parcels of dust, was exactly what Kolk did. The larger deliveries that needed to be delivered by shamble cart or by smokeship were naturally left to his own guildmembers, and they also carried a inconsiderate amount of coin with them. 
 
    He would need to have Giblet and Cuff tally it all up, but he got the impression that Kolk's people lost a pretty sizeable amount of coin every month because of all the instances where they were just slightly below what their customers were owed and paid them back in coin—with interest, actually. Something about a mismeasurement penalty. 
 
    Too generous for a man like Kolk, who had his novices scrape pixiedust off the floor until it was polished. It would be much more in character for him to simply send the missing dust back with another courier, along with a disingenuous, mass-produced letter of apology. 
 
    Of additional concern was how many people had signed off on these books. The dozens of names of the foremen that had seen these accounts and then issued a black seal of approval before it was sent to the next man for group-review. Perhaps he was being overly generous, but Viktor found it a little hard to believe that so many people in the Guild had just randomly decided to get in on a practice that, upon closer inspection, was both unprofitable and entirely unnecessary.[DR155] 
 
    Something here was very weird, and while Viktor couldn't be sure it was true that Henrard and his people had been deliberately siphoning dust off the books to sell to the Smugglers' Guild, there was definitely something off about whatever he was seeing in these records[DR156]. 
 
    He rumbled in the uncomfortable chair he was certain Kolk had put him in just to spite him, producing a quill and ink from the one of the drawers and grabbing a stray piece of paper to write on. 
 
    He looked up at Chast, whose foreman had apparently seen fit to have her be the one to guide Viktor to the small records room that Viktor was certain didn't contain anywhere near the entirety of the logs. He supposed whoever Chast's immediate supervisor was hadn't gotten the hint that Henrard was clearly trying to keep her away from Viktor for whatever reason. 
 
    That suited the executioner just fine. Whatever irritated Kolk the most. That said, something in her body language was… fidgety in a way that hadn't been there before. 
 
    'Tell me, Chast, is delivering pixiedust to clients one of your duties?' 
 
    Yes, sir,' Chast answered, having been standing in the corner of the office Henrard had sequestered Viktor into. 'The Guild of Couriers handles a lot of the smaller, more regular deliveries, but we handle bulk shipments and special orders personally.' 
 
    'How do special orders differ from the norm, exactly?' 
 
    'Most of the deliveries are the ones that regularly get sent straight to people's houses. Almost all smokestone to heat people's homes with but a portion of that is salvestone. Some people like to keep some on hand in case of emergencies. Those are the smaller kinds of deliveries we leave to the couriers. Most of the special orders tend to go to physicians or other alchemists. 'The Guild of Dust manufactures or procures ninety percent of the all the alchemical reagents in the city, so the Guild of Corpses and the Guild of Alchemists rely on us to keep their supplies constant. I'm sure you can imagine the hundreds of odds requests we get in a day from researchers. Those are the custom orders.' 
 
    'Any of the like from noble houses or wealthy merchants?' 
 
    Chast shrugged. 'Occasionally. It's not something I can go into detail over. We maintain strict confidentiality with all of our clients.' 
 
    Viktor nodded, having expected as much. 'And the bulk orders? I assume those go to places like infirmaries and all the Watch keeps.' 
 
    'A good portion also gets sent to the guilds in the city, and even more goes to merchants who buy it cheaply here to export[DR157] to Theronl and Oxenstein.' 
 
    'Do apprentices like yourself handle a lot of bulk deliveries?' 
 
    Chast shook her head. 'No, we aren't really trusted with those yet. Special orders make up most of the deliveries I've been assigned to.' 
 
    Viktor watched her carefully for her reaction to his next question. 'Right. Tell me, guildmembers making deliveries have been instructed to keep an eye out for any amounts in the deliveries that show up under-measured. Is that correct?' 
 
    Even behind her mask, Chast stiffened, her hands moving further behind her back. A defensive posture if there ever was one. She had thoughts on that. 'It is.' 
 
    'And yet, I see here that the policy in the event you find out you've got an amount to deliver that's actually more than what the client paid for instructs apprentices not to make a meal out of it.'  
 
    'That's correct.' 
 
    'Why the difference in policy?' 
 
    'Guildmaster Kolk feels it would be unprofessional for us to penny and dime our customers, especially in orders they've requested custom made. There's slightly more room for error than the standard weighted amounts needed to heat a house or stock up an emergency medical kit.' 
 
    'Roughly speaking, how often do you find yourself giving coin to these researchers to compensate them for their orders being under weight?' 
 
    'I couldn't give an exact number.' 
 
    'Hence why I asked you to speak roughly. Out of ten, how many occasions do you find yourself calculating change because the delivery you were sent with turned out to be less than was ordered when you put it on a scale in the client's workshop or laboratory?' 
 
    'I'd estimate it's four out of ten. Maybe less. Like I said, the amounts can sometimes be inexact.' 
 
    'Why are the amounts inexact, Chast? Some of the scales your guild works with cost more than my yearly salary.' 
 
    'The heavy, expensive ones do, yes, but we can't take those with us to measure the product when we deliver it to the client.' 
 
    'Right, but if the heavy and expensive scales stay in your facilities, why are those scales not used to measure the amounts before the orders leave?' 
 
    'They are.' 
 
    'Then why are the weightages incorrect four times out of ten by your approximation?' 
 
    Chast shuffled on her feet. 'You seem like you have something you want to say, executioner.' 
 
    Ah. He was wondering when she'd find a spine. 'Nothing to say.' He made sure to speak the words disingenuously. 'I'm simply trying to understand some of the mechanical processes around here. I'm not a particularly scientifically-minded man.' 
 
    'I could guess as much…,' Chast mumbled under her breath. 
 
    'So the pixiedust gets farmed, then harvested, then put into either bulk crates for large business or military use, smaller packages for mundane affairs, or smaller packages of varying size for research.' 
 
    'Yes.' 
 
    'So is the equipment on the fritz or does something about the nature of the special orders make it hard to derive exact measurements?' 
 
    'It's a bit of both. It's not such a problem if someone just needs really specific quantities of pixiedust in specific types of containers; that's child's play. But if someone is trying out an experimental mixture, the crystals can combine in strange ways which we need to try to account for. That doesn't always happen successfully, so we either err on the side of caution and deliver an amount slightly less than what was asked for or sometimes we get it wrong, and the product is lost when it reacts inside the container en-route and causes the occasional spill that we only find once we open it. 
 
    'I've found a few occasions where I was delivering salvestone mixed with rare herbs that caused the herbs to grow at an accelerated rate, thus skewing the ratio. It took us three hours of maths before myself and the alchemist I was delivering to could figure out who owed who what.' 
 
    'And you often find yourselves needing to combine reagents before they get delivered to your clients? Why not let them do it themselves in their own laboratories once it arrives?' 
 
    'It's an equipment issue. Some of the orders we get can only be made up with specialised equipment we keep in our larger facilities. It's not practical for every guild alchemist to keep a firechalk-powered silver furnace is his cupboard next to his bed. 
 
    'There's also the reality that knowledge in the Guild is placed in a hierarchy, just like our members are. Guildmaster Kolk says I might make journeyman and then full alchemist in another four or five years or so and get my guild seal, but that doesn't mean I'll be privy to every secret the Guild knows. That requires more time and more dedication to the Guild.' 
 
    Viktor hated Adelstradian guilds that got too big for their boots. When an organisation like the Guild of Dust got too large and too powerful, it inevitably turned into something between an old boys' club and a pyramid scheme. 
 
    'I understand that most of your members, once they finish their apprenticeships and get leave to start their own practices, are still expected to pay the guild fees for the right to practice.' 
 
    'That's right.' Chast nodded. 'They also need to spend three weeks a year in places like Cache Hope, either as foremen or as teachers. All the members rotate their schedules throughout the year, so there's always enough people on duty to keep the places running.' 
 
    'But there's a dedicated staff that's here year-round? One that doesn't rotate?' 
 
    'That's right.' 
 
    'And this staff consists of?' 
 
    'No one under the rank of member is considered to staff the facility full time. It's mostly people that find themselves more comfortable with the process of manufacturing than research or independent practice.' 
 
    Hmm. Viktor made a mental note of that. He didn't care what Kolk said, if a lot of the people in Cache Hope were only here for three weeks a year, it might have presented an opportunity for people to muck around and then leave. 
 
    'Has the process for measuring up specialised research orders always been so temperamental?' 
 
    'We have had an uptick in difficult orders lately. It's not a massive change, but a lot of experimental projects are apparently making progress to stages where they need more volatile materials.' 
 
    'But Henrard has always made it a policy for you to keep coin on you in case any odd amounts occur?' 
 
    'That's right.' 
 
    'How long ago would you say that you first saw an uptick in… unpredictable orders?' 
 
    Chast thought about it for a moment. 'About a year, maybe a little more or less.' 
 
    Viktor stilled, tilting his head. That timing seemed… a little neat. 
 
    'If you had to guess, what's the most months you'd say it could wind up being either way?' 
 
    'Not more than six, I'd guess.' 
 
    Hmph. The city had started to go to hell between six and twelve months ago, depending on whether or not one counted the prelude. Troublesome. 
 
    'Henrard mentioned your father worked here. Does your family have many members in the Guild?' 
 
    'All of us, going back more than a century. The van Drykes are one of the founding families of the Guild of Alchemists. We made the decision to migrate to the Guild of Dust when the split was ordered.' 
 
    'Hmm.' Viktor leaned back in the chair, steepling his fingers as he considered everything he'd been told. 
 
    Chast seemed to be trying her best to be professional, and she was doing a good job of it for a sixteen-year-old, but it was clear that she appreciated neither his presence here, nor his insistence on doing his best to provoke her. 
 
    In Viktor's experience, people were at their most honest when they were very happy or very angry. Neither Henrard nor Chast were giving off particularly trustworthy vibes, but he'd be the first one to say that his suspicions were hard to confirm without someone present who could speak about the technical details of what went on here. For all he knew, nothing here was at all suspicious and he was just being paranoid. 
 
    'Are you familiar with a woman by the name of Tasya vas Krieg?' 
 
    'My aunt.' Chast did better at warding her reaction this time. No doubt she'd picked up that he was watching her for one. 
 
    Ah. Maybe Chast had reason to suspect that Viktor was here to speak to her aunt and decided that she wanted to be present in case the Blackclad tried something. Perhaps she'd pressed her supervisor to assign her the role or simply arrived and only pretended that she'd been told to escort Viktor around. 
 
    Only Kolk and Viktor should have known, but you never knew how someone might have listened in. 
 
    'Vas Krieg and van Dryke, what's the naming convention there?' 
 
    'There isn't one,' Chast shrugged, some more irritation slipping into her voice. 'My aunt just married a man with a similar surname to her maiden name.' 
 
    The name didn't sound Adelstradian, so he supposed they were originally from somewhere else. Maybe the western part of Uron, where the kingdoms tended to be a little warmer and wetter. 
 
    'Has Guildmaster Kolk told you that I've been ordered to question your aunt?' 
 
    'He has.' 
 
    'How do you feel about that, Chast?' 
 
    Chast shrugged. 'No one here has anything to hide. It's just that all the questions have sort of mucked up my work schedule for the day.' 
 
    Viktor stood, working his neck. 'Let's hope I can be out of your hair soon, then. Can you please show me to your aunt's study?' 
 
    'It's in the deeper levels. We'll have to take a cart.' 
 
    * * * 
 
    The machine that slowly transported them deeper and deeper into the earth was less of a cart and more of an elevator, but Viktor could tell by the solid sides that it was meant to carry ore instead of people, so maybe that explained the nomenclature. 
 
    'Sorry for the bumpy ride,' Chast hissed as the thing passed another rough portion of the mineshaft and rocked a little. 'The alchemist guilds aren't allowed to create many big machines for industrial use if the Guild of Steam can do it without using pixiedust or some of our rarer materials or methods. Conflict of interest, and the old agreements lay out pretty strictly all the ways in which we aren't allowed to step on one another's toes. Elevators are one of the things that tend to fall under their jurisdiction. I think they deliberately built these ones badly to irritate us.' 
 
    That tracked. Even Viktor would admit that the Guild of Steam had a reputation for the chip on their shoulder they had over the alchemists in the city. 
 
    'Explain to me why you even need ore carriers down here.' Viktor put a hand onto the wall of the glorified bucket they were heading down in, steadying himself. 
 
    'Cache Hope used to be a mine before all the iron and gold was dug up. I think the Highdarks or whoever owned it before they moved all their business into smokeships. The Guild realised that the damp and dark conditions down here were perfect for raising pixies to harvest, so we bought it up for cheap.' 
 
    'That would have been more than a century ago. You never replaced the elevators?' 
 
    'When we bought the land, we also had to buy the maintenance contract. The fees the Guild of Steam would charge to exit and get new stuff put in are pretty immense, so for the next fifty years, we're stuck with the shitty elevators that we have to pay them to keep barely operational.' 
 
    'Hmph. They really hate you, don't they?' 
 
    'It's only fair, seeing as we hate them too. The best creation of the most talented steam mechanic is nothing compared to what even an incompetent alchemist can do.' Chast's chest puffed out a little with pride. 'I'd feel inferior too, if I were them.' 
 
    The machine ground to a halt before Viktor could reply, and Chast guided him out quickly, muttering something about unstable carriages. 
 
    The walls here were all dark and cut in rough, artificially blocky shapes that made Viktor think magic had been involved, or maybe some very large digging tools. Chast moved over to one wall and flipped a switch. 
 
    Immediately, the sound of tiny screaming filled the air as a dozen yellow lights snapped to life. Visible in each one was the vague outline of a panicked pixie banging against the inside of the glass. If Viktor narrowed his eyes to try to focus his shit eyesight, he thought it looked like each pixie[DR158] was connected into the electrical feed by a hundred little wires painfully sticking out of them... 
 
    'You don't find your profession immensely cruel, Chast?' Viktor asked without thinking. 
 
    She tilted her head at him. 'I mean, not really. I feel sorry for the pigs, I guess, but we make sure to feed them a mixture that renders them alive but braindead before we use them for hatcheries.' 
 
    'And what about this?' Viktor asked exasperatedly, gesturing upwards. 
 
    'Pixies are some of the vilest magical creatures I've ever encountered. Guildmaster Kolk wasn't exaggerating when he told you how dangerous they are, and we need their pixiedust to keep all of our machines running.' 
 
    'And these ones you keep alive just to feed them into the wires?' 
 
    'We get more energy out of the ones we use for lighting by keeping them alive instead of grinding them up for dust. Those lights and pixiedust-powered stoves keep half the city illuminated and warm in the winter months. Every building in Adelstrad that isn't in the Lowers is made of stone and stone gets cold. If we didn't have pixie lamps and pixie furnaces, half the city would freeze to death in the winter months.' 
 
    Viktor didn't even bother telling Chast that a lot of the poorer people in the Lowers did freeze to death, seeing as they were unable to afford the price of pixiedust and imported wood. Cuff had once mentioned that every year, some Brownies risked heading into the Black Forest to cut wood down and bring it back, both for themselves and to sell at a profit. 
 
    A good portion of them routinely wound up as food for the spiders. 
 
    Viktor wordlessly gestured for Chast to lead him down the tunnels, not in the mood for another argument. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tasya vas Krieg's office, it turned out, was a small little corner affair that was nestled in a side tunnel, uncomfortably close to the erratic sparking noises of some machine operated by four men and a woman all marked by their masks as foremen. 
 
    'What does that thing do?' 
 
    'I'm not sure,' Chast shrugged. 'Not something I've been told about. I think I remember Tasya mentioning something about liar's ore, but it's not in her field of study.' 
 
    Viktor hummed quietly. He'd passed a lot of other offices on the way down here with Kolk. Chast didn't say it, but that Tasya's office was way down here in the dirtiest parts of the mines and shared space with horrendously noisy contraptions made him think the placement might have been deliberate. 
 
    Perhaps Tasya had been naughty and Henrard and kicked her downstairs. Perhaps Chast had reason to think that her aunt might have gotten herself in trouble. 
 
    Clever girl, trusting that Viktor likely wouldn't have found anything suspicious with her being the one to lead him around. It would have been a safe bet ninety percent of the time. Still, she clearly didn't know much about Viktor if she thought he wouldn't pick up on that. 
 
    As it was, Chast didn't realise that every little action of hers was being noted. Every little attempt to deceive him only served to offer Viktor yet more information. Whether she lied to him or told the truth largely made no difference. 
 
    'What does your aunt study?' 
 
    'Botany-related stuff, but she also has an interest in metallurgy. She's been trying to find a way to merge machines with plants.' 
 
    Chast brought him closer to the little wooden door that was the entrance to Tasya's office. A window had been made by clearing away a collection of rock and replacing it with thick yellow glass. Viktor wasn't able to see much of anything inside. He couldn't tell if the brightness coming from the window was a glow from inside or if it was just reflecting light from the trapped pixies above, faint as it was. 
 
    'I should warn you that Tasya dislikes it when people interrupt her when she's working. Maybe let me do the talking for the first bit.' 
 
    No doubt it was some grumpy old hag with a chip on her shoulder. Better Chast be the one to deal with most of her nonsense. 'Right. Off you go.' Viktor gestured to the door. 
 
    He felt like Chast might have given him a dirty look under her mask. The young woman gave the unmarked wooden door three sharp knocks. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Three: The Book Learning 
 
    Viktor's hand trailed along the banister of Tasya's surprisingly large office as he slowly plodded through the upper walkways, finding his eyes attracted to every little book and every little knickknack. A metal bowl containing what looked like the skulls of two dozen infant foxes, each with a small hole drilled in the back of it. A box of leather that smelled like it may have been from a horse but had the texture of fine velvet. 
 
    A container of tiny metal balls that would occasionally shake. A stack of glass plates that had a rainbow's sheen depending on the angle from which you looked at them. A rack of phials that contained liquids that were dark and emanated enough heat to make his hand uncomfortable. 
 
    He moved further along the walkway, finding himself drawn to an iron furnace Tasya had set in one of the far walls. It wasn't burning now, but the ash within still had the occasional blue shard from whatever had been heated inside. To the left of it floated a half dozen shards of glass in an open iron box. They seemed to shimmer with a dark sort of light, and as he got closer, he heard a sound that was somewhere between a lute being plucked and the sound of wind through a narrow pass. 
 
    The office was built in a rough square shape, with the storage shelves on the second level and most of Tasya's active experiments below, though Viktor had no idea what they were on account of them all being hidden in a large box of black glass that had no discernible way to get inside and sat in the centre of the room. 
 
    Viktor considered taking a ladder up to the third level of walkways where Tasya clearly had yet more delectable books piled up, but his entirely reasonable hatred of climbing things when he didn't have to emerged and he found himself again wondering the upper floors. He was waiting for Chast to emerge from the door opposite the one they had entered through, where Tasya apparently kept her plants or some such. 
 
    The chances were good that they were setting up an ambush or that Chast was warning her aunt to slip out the back entrance somehow. But if they undertook the former, it would go poorly for them, and if they undertook the latter, it would just serve as proof of who the guilty smuggler was. It wasn't like there would be many places to run in a facility that was entirely underground. 
 
    Though, Viktor still wasn't entirely sure that Henrard wasn't involved[DR159] in any of the dirtier dealings he suspected were going on in here. And if that turned out to be true, it wouldn't be easy for the executioner to flee the fucking place either. 
 
    That thought unsettled him, so he marked off another sixty seconds on his watch and resumed his anxious, nervous pacing, one hand periodically tapping the silver axe on his back that had been wrapped in cloth to keep the runes on it out of sight. 
 
    Books were the solution, probably. Books and the things derived from books wound up being the solution to most of Viktor's problems, not least of all a way to stop his giant, incredible brain from going mad from boredom. 
 
    Most of the titles were written in such a ludicrously italicised font so as to be illegible to someone that wasn't utterly used to dealing with them, but one caught his focus. 
 
    "A Discussion of Base Magical Classifications," by Henrey Halgaband.[DR160] 
 
    Hmm. The date on the back of the tome was about ten years ago. Wasn't Henrey supposed to have rocked up in Adelstrad somewhere around then or something? 
 
    Viktor had heard rumblings that Henrey had been a prolific writer of documents before he had committed whatever disgrace that had gotten him permanently disbarred from all the alchemical guilds. Viktor was surprised to find an extant copy of one of his works. They should have all been burnt. 
 
    As someone that wasn't a licenced alchemist, Viktor was pretty sure that the Baron's penalty for him even touching this single little book was death. The slow kind. Adelstrad took the guild laws very seriously. How much more so the laws that governed the use of fucking magic? He doubted he'd have gotten much sympathy with the late tyrant on the matter if he tried to weasel his way out by claiming that it was necessary for his little investigation. 
 
    Aha, and yet the Old Man in Red was fucking dead, and the chances were good that Druke Fairfax didn't even know Viktor had been assigned to investigate down here. Thus, the odds of him getting caught were low, so Viktor had already won. 
 
    Hehehehe. 
 
    He pulled the book off the shelf, careful not to cut his hand open on the spiked iron box it was lying next to for some reason. Viktor dusted the book off and, more out of boredom than anything else, opened it to a random page. 
 
    —that some of my colleagues disagree with me is neither new nor unexpected, but progress is built upon stupid ideas. That these stupid ideas must first be questioned, refined and ultimately proven to have merit does not change the reality that sometimes, alchemy and science demand that we think counterintuitively. 
 
    To that end, I must again state that we still, two hundred and fifty years after the Great Cataclysm, do not know nearly as much of magic as we would like. The Other has had a thousand names given to it by a thousand cultures, and debate of what magic even is rages to this day. Equally has every culture had words for those who practice magic. 
 
    A unified, agreed-upon system is as impossible as the expressions of magic are themselves without limit and seemingly infinite as imagination. Having said that, the Druvian System, written by famed scholar Max Druvian who also rather hilariously named it after himself, is the most widely used system on the continent of Uron, especially in Theronl and Oxenstein, even if it is admittedly only highly adaptable on the basis of being highly unspecific. 
 
    According to this system, we term people sorcerers when they are born with great magical power and the innate ability to tap into the Other. People born with incredibly specific magical power are deemed as warlocks. 
 
    Even that distinction itself is a debated one, and things become hazy when one asks the question of whether or not it is possible to be both. Perhaps a Theronlian sorcerer who seems to have a certain special aptitude for fire magic is also a warlock with that single area of hyper-talent being the marker of that birth right. 
 
    One observed trend that helps clarify at least to a mild degree is that sorcerers certainly seem to attract malignant entities from the Other to a much, much greater extent than warlocks. Demons and their ilk love nothing more than to devour a human soul, with human emotions being another favourite meal. Whereas every human encountering one such creature risks eternal damnation by mere contact, the souls of sorcerers seem to be a particular draw to Othersiders. If an average human is a candle to a moth, a warlock is a fireplace, and a sorcerer is a forest fire. 
 
    We additionally know that sorcerers are much more susceptible to demonic possession than any other form of magic user save for witches, who essentially ask for it by going out of their way to consort with fell entities. One school of thought is the idea that entities that are by their very nature immaterial and timeless have a hard time gaining purchase in our world without a host, so they steal the bodies of men and women to use as flesh puppets. 
 
    Viktor read on, rapidly flicking through the pages as it dawned on him that the scant paragraphs he'd just skimmed through contained more actual knowledge of the arcane than a hundred wise women in the provincial outskirts and probably just about every commoner and noble in the entire city. 
 
    Another distinction is that warlocks perhaps can be said to have a more instinctual grasp on their limited magic, and thus are less at risk of the chaotic, catastrophic spell failure that comes from the sorcerous method of weaving the tapestry of fate into workable uses. It is debated where witches fall on Chrom's Scale of Magical Instability, but that might be attributed to the differing whims and qualities of their patron deities. No two Othersiders are the same. 
 
    On that note, I must once again assert my agreement with the prevailing belief that witches are magic users in only the most literal sense of the word. They have neither an inherent ability to weave the Other nor the experience of an alchemist and are almost literally whores of those foul things that creep at the edges of your sanity, dear reader.  
 
    This is not to say they should not be studied and that they do not warrant their own categorisation within the umbrella, only that calling witches "magic-users" neglects the full story that context provides. Certainly, if you wouldn't call an alchemist a magic user because he cannot tap the Other and must make use of materials to do the work for him, there's not much case to be made for calling a witch a wielder of the arcane. But at that point, we begin to make distinction based on theoretical matters instead of useful practicalities. 
 
    If a volley of fireballs were launched at you, I don't personally think you'd feel the difference between one shat out by a witch, one unbottled by an alchemist, one produced intrinsically by a warlock and yet another called forth from the ether by a sorcer— 
 
    'It's an interesting read, isn't it?' 
 
    Viktor almost jumped out of his own skin, dropping the book at the same time he instinctually pulled a knife out of his vest. 
 
    The blade came to a stop a millimetre away from the woman's jugular, drawing the tiniest little rivulet of blood. 
 
    Tasya vas Krieg gaped at him with bright green eyes set in a pretty, heart-shaped face. Her hair was a ginger colour, and, curiously, she had a patch of silver in it that shone strangely in the light. Stranger still, Viktor could have sworn he saw a few lines of some metallic material down her cheeks—running through the freckles dotting the sides of her face. He made to look more closely, but it was gone as soon as he did so. 
 
    Tasya breathed in quick, ragged breaths, her lips quivering a little. 
 
    'Don't fucking sneak up on me like that,' Viktor hissed. 
 
    'I'm sorry,' she said quickly, backing away from the knife. 'I thought you'd heard me.' 
 
    'Fucking clearly not.' Viktor offered her another dark look, then withdrew the knife. Chast was standing a little bit behind her aunt, having jumped back in fright along with her when Viktor had pulled the blade. He sighed, acutely aware that he hadn't heard either of their footsteps. 
 
    He wasn't sure if that was to be attributed to the collective creepiness of all the alchemists that worked down here or something more sinister, but he eventually put the knife back in its holster. 
 
    'You're Tasya vas Krieg?' Viktor tilted his head at her. 
 
    'Sure am.' The woman smiled prettily and extended a hand. 'Pleasure's all mine. If I can ask, and sorry if this sounds a little rude, but err, why are you down here, sir? I don't normally have guests.' Her smile turned awkward, and she scratched the back of her head a little. 
 
    Viktor resisted the urge to growl. He couldn't tell if she truly was a socially awkward nerd or if her acting game was just legendary. He crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    'Are you familiar with certain recent events in the city proper?' 
 
    'Erm, a lot's happened. Be more specific, maybe?' 
 
    'The Baron's palace was blown up with him inside it.' 
 
    Tasya flinched, lowering her head and making the sign of Stone God's "X" in one hand out of what seemed to be superstition more than sympathy for the dead. 'I, uh, heard. The rumour goes that the explosion was a blue pixiedust reaction.' 
 
    'Yes. Before he died, the Baron was additionally informed of another shipment of pixiedust the Watch was able to intercept. He sent me to investigate its origins. Did you hear about Hulkreug DeWinter and Lord Lym Erolo's arrest?' 
 
    'Uh, yeah.' 
 
    'Before they were both taken to the Crimson Palace, DeWinter said you were the one that supplied him with the pixiedust the Watch would later confiscate.' 
 
    'What?' Chast gasped. 'That's absolutely ridiculous! Tasya would never do th—!' 
 
    'Chast,' Tasya said coolly, as a glimmer of something entered her eyes. 'I have this handled. Go back to the upper levels.' 
 
    'But—' 
 
    'Now, apprentice,' a little heat entered Tasya's voice. 
 
    Chast gave her aunt one more uncertain glance, then scurried towards the door, pointedly refraining from closing it behind her. 
 
    'Sorry about her.' Tasya chuckled a little awkwardly into a hand. 'Chast is a bit of a weird kid. Doesn't like to let things go.' 
 
    'Uh-huh.' 
 
    Tasya fidgeted a little on her feet, glancing in the direction Chast had left. Viktor watched the little bits of the dark edge began to gradually leave her eyes as she finally turned back to him, smiling awkwardly and bending down to pick the book up. 
 
    'One of the perks of my station is that the usual proscriptions on knowledge of the arcane don't apply to me. Professor Halgaband was one of the magicians I looked up to, you know, before he went mad and disappeared.' 
 
    'Magician? He's an alchemist.' 
 
    'Sorry, it's a catch-all term for a magic user, erm, or a term for a sorcerer. It depends on where you live, I suppose. The former is the most common definition, and alchemists fall under the umbrella term.' 
 
    Tasya gave the book a mild shake. 'Henrey had genius theories on the origins and nature of magic, even if it's unknowable by definition. Poor man went a little far when he suggested that templars and stone priests technically fall into the same category of magic users as witches, even if their pacts were both benign and never formalised. He wrote an essay that the priests have a sort of unconscious connection to the Stone God. The Theronlian College of Magic didn't like that very much. The Church liked it even less. They burned all of the copies they could find, naturally.' 
 
    Hmm. Interesting. She didn't seem to even know that Henrey was also living in a cave not too far away. Small world. 
 
    'What're your thoughts on that?' Viktor pressed, satisfied to let her keep talking. 
 
    'Well, it's a source of reading material I'm not pleased to have lost. These copies I keep here aren't exactly legal. I should really put them in a lockbox.' 
 
    'Hmph. Your office is far removed from the rest of your colleagues, Miss vas Krieg.' 
 
    'Well, it's actually Professor, but you can just call me Tasya, if you like, Mister...?' she trailed off. 
 
    'Executioner is fine. I have a hard time imagining that's the only illegal book in here.' 
 
    '"Knowledge is power, do not waste it on the unwashed masses." Guildmaster Kolk isn't himself as clean as he'd like to portray, but he prefers if I can keep some of the less savoury elements of my research hidden away. We don't get along.' 
 
    'I gather as much.' Viktor held a hand out expectantly. Tasya put the book back in his palm without complaint. 
 
    'You can keep that if you want.' She smiled prettily. 'Just err, you know, don't get caught with it. If it's banned even for qualified alchemists, I don't think people will enjoy seeing a, you know, a Blackclad reading it.' 
 
    Again, she was either stupidly generous or trying to poison him with something coating the pages or the cover. 
 
    He sighed, flipping it open to a random page and tracing his eyes down it without actually bothering to read. 
 
    'Thank you. That's very kind. I'll make sure to keep it in perfect condition. But tell me... Aren't you going to ask me why the Blackclad is down here questioning you instead of the Watch?' 
 
    'I assumed the watchmen were all busy fighting off Nordlings.' Tasya shrugged. 
 
    'And it doesn't bother you that there's a war going on and you're stuck in the isolated outskirts of the province?' 
 
    'Well, we're not that far from Adelstrad by smokeship, but honestly? No. I prefer the quiet.' Tasya shrugged one shoulder. 
 
    Strange woman. Viktor was beginning to see a pattern forming in how alien the minds of the[DR161] Guild of Dust alchemists were compared to the normal person. Whether that was due to the time they spent working with chemical fumes or something more sinister was up for debate. Viktor wasn't naïve to the fact that academic fields that also paid through the fucking nose tended to attract a very weird kind of person. 
 
    There were few better places to spawn insane ideas than a room full of rich, well-educated people who thought they knew better. 
 
    'You don't seem bothered that someone has fingered you for a crime that'll likely get you executed, Tanya.' Viktor crossed his arms, leaning against the banister. 
 
    'Should I be? I have nothing to hide. You're more than welcome to take a look at all of my projects and my accounting books, if you're worried that something is off. I mean, I don't want to disparage a dead man, but are you sure DeWinter wasn't just picking names out of a hat to throw at you? Maybe he was trying to bargain for leniency.' 
 
    He wasn't, but he would let her continue and see what hole she dug for herself. 'And why would he even know your name to begin with?' 
 
    'Oh, he's one of my better clients, actually. Has been for ages. Almost a decade. I suppose he's probably more of a patron.' 
 
    That piqued Viktor's suspicion. It may have been the effects of the bewitchment he was under, but Hulkreug hadn't mentioned that specifically. 
 
    'What kind of work did you do for him?' 
 
    Tasya's eyes lit up again, this time not with the dark edge that had touched them but with the bright interest of obsession. Viktor watched the movement of her face carefully, for the life of him unable to figure out if the silver lines across her face had just glowed or if it was just the way her face moved. 
 
    'Let me show you,' Tasya grinned widely, an expression that made Viktor feel like ice was hardening [DR162]in his stomach. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Four: The Harsh Lessons 
 
    Tasya pulled the tarp off the stone operating table, grinning like the madwoman Viktor was beginning to think she was. On the table itself, lit in the bright yellow light of the back room she had taken him to, were the butchered remains of a female mountain goblin. 
 
    Viktor would guess the thing had been about four feet tall, at least before its head had been taken off and set aside next to its body. He could tell by the blood traces along the mouth that the mountain goblin's yellowed teeth had been painfully pulled out one by one with a pair of thin pliers while it had struggled. The leather straps that bound it to the table weren't as thick as they should have been, and he could see by the bruising that they had cut into its flesh. 
 
    The stomach had been split open with a [DR163]scalpel that now lay on a steel tray adorned with other bloodied instruments. Inside, the ribs had been broken open to get at the organs beneath. One lung showed significant signs of bruising. 
 
    The goblin's skin—a dark, blemished green that made Viktor a little sick to look at by virtue of how thick the colour was—was covered in a lot of miscellaneous bruises and bumps that didn't seem to be a side effect of surgery, especially along the arms. 
 
    This one was likely from the eastern part of the province, having skin that was too dark a shade to be from Westrom. 
 
    Viktor could at least be relieved in the certainty that the shade was still far away from the grey and occasionally beige colours that denoted most hobgoblins. [DR164]Its nose was the thing that most obviously gave it away. Where Giblet and Dubbinz' noses were large compared to a human's and became narrowed and scraggly towards the tip, this one simply had a pair of thin slits for nostrils. 
 
    Of little note were the piercings and tattoos on the nipples on either side of the goblin's torn-open chest, but Viktor's eyes caught a metal cable that had been bloodily inserted into the skin under one of her armpits. Several smaller cables ran into the side of her torso and another snaked underneath her body and probably inserted into the small of her back. 
 
    The cables all fed into a curious sphere of cast iron held on another table. A green glow came from three long slots in the front of it, and it emanated a little heat, even from this far away. What was disturbing to Viktor was that the cast iron sphere had a plant pot roughly slotted into the top of it, inside of which was a very wilted and very dead flytrap plant, its botanical mouths laying open in what almost seemed like pain. The entire plant was an unnatural grey colour, and the lack of a stench made him think the rot hadn't occurred slowly over a course of months. 
 
    'Magnificent, isn't she?' Tasya breathed. 'The procedure has taken me months to see any success, but I finally found a subject that has responded well to it.' 
 
    Viktor bit down on his irritation. Chast hadn't been wrong when she'd said that pixies were a vile fucking species and Viktor didn't have more charitable opinions about mountain goblins, but getting on these people's case about their fucking rampant sadism was an argument he was too tired for. He just wanted to go back to the Upper Keep and fall asleep in his cot. 
 
    'Explain the procedure to me. What's the purpose of this?' 
 
    'Oh, you can't tell?' Tasya smirked but didn't wait for a reply as she went over to a cupboard in the far corner and plucked out three phials of salvestone. She hummed a happy tune to herself as she wandered back towards the iron sphere and carefully inserted each phial into a slot in the side of it, each space an exact distance from the others. 
 
    Now that he was looking more closely, Viktor noticed a dizzying array of calculations scribbled of the side of the device, along with an irritating series of geometric lines that hurt his head to try and trace, seeing as they constantly intersected one another. 
 
    Hmph. Henrey had said something about geometry on the runes of his axe. He wondered if maybe Tasya hadn't taken after him, seeing as she was apparently a fan of his. 
 
    Tasya flipped several switches across the device, fetching more chalk and hurriedly touching up some lines that she had accidentally scuffed when she was putting the phials in. Then she started muttering some numbers and calculations under her breath as she adjusted some of the numbers written on the cast iron. 
 
    'Does changing the numbers change something in the process?' 
 
    'No, not unless you're using a runic matrix. These are just so I know what inputs to put in on the switches.' 
 
    'The geometry doesn't have an effect on the movement of the mana?' 
 
    Tasya paused, eyeing Viktor carefully. 'Where did you get that idea?' 
 
    Viktor shrugged in false disregard. 'Wizards are always going on about fucking runes and magic circles, aren't they?' He made sure to deliberately drop a term he was pretty sure didn't describe Tasya. 
 
    Sure enough, her brow creased, and she turned her focus back onto her work. 'You shouldn't just drop words you don't understand, Blackclad.' 
 
    Ah. She loved talking about her work but just as Henrard seemed to hate being questioned, Tasya disliked inaccuracy and when people spoke without knowing what they were saying. Good to know. 
 
    The alchemist dusted her hands off and put the chalk back down, admiring her device as if it were her own child. She rested her fists on her hips and flashed him a smile that was all teeth. 
 
    'You know, it's always been a pain to me that the Guild of Dust is limited only to research and the manufacturing of raw materials. We're barred from some of the more fun things our colleagues in our sister guilds get up to, especially if it involves creating or making use of the final product. The Alchemical Schism was a tragedy. I get so few opportunities for practical applications of my work.' Tasya pulled a pair of welding goggles off a rack on the wall, pulling them over her face. 'Are you ready, Viktor?' 
 
    'Ready for what, alchemist?' Viktor sensed the malice in her voice a second too late. He began to move his hand to his axe. 
 
    'Testing,' Tasya said, a disconcerting lack of emotion in her voice as she flipped a final switch on the device and suddenly jerked it so that the heating grill was facing towards Viktor. 
 
    The green light exploded out towards Viktor, crackling with some [DR165]electrical current. He panicked, pulling his axe in front of himself hoping to use the angled edges as a shield of some sort as he fell over himself trying to push the operating table over and duck behind it. 
 
    He needn't have. The lightning struck him full force, and though the weight of it did send him careening back into a shelf of potions and liquids, Viktor watched in astonishment as the light turned blue upon contact with the metal of his axe. 
 
    It burnt away the cloth wrappings and sank into the runes. A disgusting crackling, hissing sound came from his weapon. 
 
    Volkfur seemed to almost drink the energy up. The lightning sputtered and died, leaving Viktor bruised and irritated as broken bottles smashed against the floor and shattered into pieces around him. 
 
    He got up, giving Tasya a dark look from under his hood, even as she shook her head and backed away. 
 
    'Impossible. That should have turned you into charred meat.' He could see her eyes better now that they were wide with fear. They had turned dull and lifeless, murky like a blind man's eyes. The silver lines around her face seemed to…buzz and contort as her face went limp and dull in a manner that seemed almost familiar. 
 
    'You've been bewitched…' he breathed. 
 
    Having it spoken seemed to trigger something in Tasya. She screamed and clutched her head, howling in agony and seeming to fall into a seizure as she pushed the iron sphere over and pointed at Viktor angrily. 
 
    'It's that axe! What are those lines on that axe? They said it would be simple, that it would stop if I did!' 
 
    Hmph. She was[DR166] a fan of Henrey, and Viktor had thought her runes had looked a little similar to the ones the old madman had put on his weapon. Henrey must have improved his formulas in the ten years since he was banished. Whatever glyphs and runes Tasya was using—based on Henrey's own work or not—must have been outdated, hence why they shattered against Henrey's better ones. What an incredible little coincidence that had saved his life... 
 
    Viktor crossed the distance, grabbing her by the mouth and lifting the smaller woman into the air with one hand. 
 
    'Where? Are? They?' he growled. 
 
    Tasya made to answer him, only for something other than Viktor's hand to seize her throat. He pulled back in shock, watching as Tasya floated in [DR167]the air as the sound of her pained gargles filled the room. Her dull eyes began to regain some spark of intelligence even as they ran red from internal bleeding. 
 
    'B-behind you…,' she gargled. 
 
    Her neck snapped itself a moment later, and Tasya vas Krieg fell to the ground in a lifeless heap. Viktor turned on instinct, bringing his axe down on the undead goblin corpse he hadn't heard get up from the ruins of the surgery table. 
 
    'Well, there goes that plan,' a familiar voice mumbled casually. A moment later, the wood in the ceiling melted and dripped as a roughly humanoid shape fell out of it and dropped to the floor with a wet thump, slowly wiping the globules of impossibly melted wood off its arms and torso, its face hidden by the substance. 
 
    Viktor knew who it was even before the figure roughly pulled the last of the melted wood off its mouth, offering him a smirk with teeth that were sharper than they had been the last time him and Viktor spoke. 
 
    'Stimlyf. Fancy meeting you here.' 
 
    'Not really, no.' The witch shrugged. 'After you found out about our little business in the Uppers like the smart little underling you are, Soltkin had us hide out here.' 
 
    Viktor narrowed his eyes under his hood. It sounded like Stimlyf wasn't aware that Soltkin was dead... 
 
    'And why would that be?' Viktor hedged, slowly circling the ruined operating table. Stimlyf mirrored the motion, seemingly more focused on wiping bits of ceiling off of himself than on the conversation. Something that caught his eye was when Stimlyf wiped a particularly large amount off goop off his trouser thigh, revealing the single straw doll he had tied to his belt. 
 
    One that looked an awful lot like Hulkreug DeWinter. 
 
    'Because Henrard Kolk is one of Rolt's men, and the dead woman over there was a spy for the Church. She cottoned on a tad early that he was sneaking dust out. I think Rolt mentioned it was in the missing amounts of pixiedust the Guild wound up compensating their clients for in coin?' 
 
    'Fucking called it,' Viktor seethed. 
 
    'Mmm. I suspected you would. Vile as you are, executioner, I'll not try to lie and tell you that you aren't a sharp card. Last orders I got from Rolt were to go into hiding here—Kolk smuggled us in—then wait for you when you inevitably came snooping around. She said you'd find your way here sooner or later, that it was just a matter of time. She said that nothing in this city evades you for long. She has a lot of respect for you, that Captain Soltkin. Either way, I was told to put the alchemist under a bewitchment as soon as I arrived.' 
 
    Hmm. Stimlyf definitely didn't know that Rolt was dead, given his usage of the present tense. At least Viktor knew it probably wasn't him that had put the hit out on her. 
 
    'That shouldn't be possible. The templars have been pumping the entire city with holy water.' 
 
    'Don't remind me. I was in agony for days the first time I was stupid enough to drink from a well polluted with that wretched source water. It turns out that Cache Hope keeps a different source tap. It makes sense, actually. They're so far down already. Might as well dig just a little deeper for well water. Save a little on the Baron's well tax. 
 
    'It doesn't hurt that I sped the process up a little bit with a combination of lead and mercury she was forced to drink.' 
 
    The silver lines running across her cheeks. Viktor shivered. Lead and mercury poisoning were bad enough by themselves but combined with one another and whatever magic Stimlyf had worked on her, he was a little surprised that Tasya wasn't dead. 
 
    'The woman was supposed to kill you, or at least that's what I was told to prep her for,' Stimlyf continued, pointing at the device with a shrug. 
 
    'Then Henrard's guards would "catch" her looming over your dead body, Rolt would be free of your snooping, and Kolk would have his scapegoat in the woman that I forced through the spell to falsely confess to being Rolt's mole. Or, you know, would have...' 
 
    'That doesn't seem to have worked out for you.' 
 
    'No, not really. I'll need to improvise, I suppose. Maybe with a werewolf attack that killed everything in sight and didn't leave enough chunks to pick through.' 
 
    The sound of shattering glass warned Viktor about what he had already known was about to happen. In the other room, Olga audibly burst out of the tank of dark glass she had apparently been hiding in. Stimlyf jumped out of the way [DR168][DR169]as Olga burst through the wooden wall, almost stepping on Tasya's body as she did so. 
 
    She loomed over Viktor, smirking demonically and running a long tongue over her teeth. A white-furred hand leaned on the edge of the hole as she pushed herself further inside the office, so tall that her head almost brushed the ceiling. 
 
    'Hello, Viktor.' 
 
    Viktor let a breath out, saying nothing for a few long seconds. A little movement caught his eye, and he flicked his gaze downwards[DR170]. He thought he imagined it for a moment, but then Tasya twitched again. 
 
    Hmph. He couldn't tell from here if it was the dying twitches of a dead woman or if perhaps Tasya had been lucky enough to somehow survive a snapped neck. Either way, he turned his attention back to Olga. 
 
    'You're looking well. I suppose the two of you have enjoyed the quiet down here, in whatever barrel you've presumably been hiding in this whole time.' 
 
    Olga slowly moved closer towards him, her smile widening. 'I'm more of an open fields kind of person, and Stimlyf has been bored to tears without anything decent to read, the poor man.' 
 
    'The alchemical tomes get very boring after a while,' Stimlyf nodded, flipping a chair so that the back was facing ahead of him and depositing himself in it. 
 
    'No one thinks you're cool when you sit in the chair backwards, Stimlyf,' Olga sighed, not taking her eyes off Viktor. 
 
    Stimlyf shrugged, offering her an irritated look. 'Comfier this way.' 
 
    Viktor watched them both intently, rapidly running out of room to back away into. Olga had made it clear when she'd cornered him in the temple [DR171]that she considered Stimlyf a useful tool and not much more, but Viktor didn't know if she gave enough of a shit to try to save his life if the executioner went for him. For all he knew, Stimlyf's usefulness was at its end. 
 
    'I suppose this is the part where you kill me,' he muttered, feeling stupid for stating the obvious aloud. 
 
    'Don't take it personally, Viktor.' Olga reached a hand out to her side, long black talons emerging from her white fur. 'You were entertaining enough while it lasted. I might even be persuaded not to eat your body. Well, maybe not all of it.' She smiled darkly. 'I'll leave your head intact, at least. Any preference on burial? If it's not too much of a pain, I might throw you a bone.' She smirked, clearly enjoying the dog joke. 
 
    'Dreimians tend to cremate their dead.' 
 
    'Savages. A burial in the ground is so much more dignified,' Stimlyf commented. 
 
    'Stimlyf, quiet,' Olga immediately barked. 'Have some fucking respect. I might play with my food, but I know where it comes from. There's nothing worse than a hunter that doesn't appreciate the corpse of the deer he just killed.' 
 
    Viktor pressed his axe upwards, internally cursing himself for not having asked Henrey to add a spike to the top of it. It might've made Olga a little more hesitant to rush him if he had something he could impale her on. As it was, they both knew she was fast enough to dodge a horizontal swing if he didn't catch her by surprise. 
 
    'You two seem to be having some interpersonal issues. Trouble in paradise?' 
 
    'Like you wouldn't believe,' Stimlyf sneered, perhaps overeager for the chance to vent. 'Don't misunderstand me, I love Olga more than I love breathing, but there's few things that engender acrimony like spending how many days stuck hiding in a storage cupboard in a hole in the ground, sans any food but pickled eggs. It won't surprise you to know that a werewolf that hasn't bathed isn't a pleasant-smelling creature.' 
 
    'Aww, Stimlyf, baby. Are you mad at me?' Olga mocked, still not taking her eyes off the executioner. 'Here I thought the ring you put on it meant something.' 
 
    Viktor said nothing, content to let them play this out. That said, he was genuinely having a hard time sussing out what the situation was here. Whether these two had simply hated one another's faces from day one or if the conflict was new would be useful to know, but if he could keep them talking, it might not make a difference either way... 
 
    'You and I both know that was for the sake of appearances, Olga. Same as just about everything we do in this city is,' Stimlyf shot back. 
 
    'Hence why I wanted to burn it down. Then you got cold feet,' Olga snapped. 
 
    Oh? That was interesting to hear. 
 
    'What exactly was the plan?' Viktor asked. 'Rolt was the mastermind, wasn't she? What the hell was—is she playing at?' Viktor cursed himself for the incorrect tense and immediately corrected himself. Neither Olga nor Stimlyf seemed to notice. 
 
    'Oh, the usual around here.' Olga waved a claw dismissively. [DR172]She began to pace in agitation in front of him. 
 
    'She's apparently gotten quite sick of the Old Man in Red lately, so she did the reasonable thing and decided to kill him. Rolt intimated that she might have more loyalties to the Nordlings than was previously assumed, so I suppose she wanted to offer the city up to them on a platter. But just killing the Baron wouldn't have been enough, she needed to take out anyone that might have filled in the power vacuum. That's where Stimlyf and I came in.' 
 
    'Bewitch Hulkreug, bewitch my father, have them blow up the Crimson Palace along with half of the Lowers and about a quarter of the Middle.' Stimlyf tapped his fingers against the chair. 
 
    'The Guild of Merchants and their affiliates, all the damned gangs, the Church, some of the more discordant noble families... Anyone that could offer resistance to the invasion Adelstrad's about to drown in would either be dead or get themselves hanged for the massive bombing plots they were framed for by whatever authority was left when the smoke cleared, or perhaps just some angry peasants.' 
 
    Stimlyf waved a hand dismissively. 'Of course, you went and blew the lid on the gambit before we could even move any explosives into position.' 
 
    'I was fucking getting to that, Stimlyf,' Olga spat, her eyes going a little redder as she glowered at Viktor like he was the one that was getting under her skin. 'You don't need to pretend like you're some mastermind who knew how [DR173]the strings were being pulled all along. 
 
    'Need we again get into the fact that putting that curseling into Milletra to make it look like Hulkreug was hastily tying up loose ends before she could speak was heavy-handed? Not to mention your stunt at Tol's execution that tipped this fool off.' 
 
    Stimlyf got to his feet, knocking the chair over. 'Tol was the only blood family I ever had that was ever any good to me, and this creature killed him!' Stimlyf pointed at Viktor furiously. 'You'd understand if you actually had anyone you cared about.' 
 
    That seemed to get to Olga in a way that didn't only invoke anger. Her eyes went a little wide and her ears flattened against her head as she glared at her fiancé for just a split second, a low growl coming from her throat. 
 
    Come on, you stupid bitch. You know that I'm just baiting you, but Stimlyf isn't as aware. Let something stick. Look at him. Look at him... 
 
    'So then Rolt went to ground and had the two of you do the same, waiting here and keeping Tasya under control. What if I never got here?' 
 
    'Hmph.' Stimlyf shrugged. 'Order was to give it a week and a half at the most. Then, if you hadn't pitched, have Tasya try to knife Kolk. He runs this place. It wouldn't have been hard to orchestrate it such that he came away without a scratch and vas Krieg died in the attempt. Either way, Rolt gets at least one loose end clipped. I mean, case in point. The only reason you're being told any of this is because you won't make it out of here alive.' 
 
    'You assume.' 
 
    'He makes a good point, Stimlyf.' Olga snapped again, finally to turn to look at her fiancé as she spoke rapidly. 'You shouldn't be opening your mouth so much. Just now fate decides to tell you to go fuck yourself and Viktor scrambles away. That wouldn't be good for us.' 
 
    Stimlyf gave her an irritated look. 'Then hurry up and kill him, you sentimental fool.' 
 
    Olga scowled, turning back to Viktor with a raised claw. And yet, those few seconds where neither of their gazes had been on him had been all he had needed. Viktor's hand came loose from where he had stuffed it under the cloth of his hood, clutching a dozen microbombs. He sparked them against his leather armour and hurled them at Olga's face. 
 
    Even surprised, she was quick to respond, batting most away with a hand and sending them into a bookcase, where they detonated upon impact and blew a decent hole in the wall. Some of the shrapnel caught her in the leg, leaving her mostly unbothered. The adrenaline had time moving funny, and Viktor watched as exactly one microbomb flew through the space between two claws and smacked against her nose. 
 
    It detonated with a sound like a crack of lightning and Olga screamed as one of her eyes was blown away in a small shower of gore. Viktor gripped his axe with both hands as she roared and lurched towards him. His axe made impact, and unlike the last time he'd tried to chop Olga the fuck down, this time the blade cut through her left arm like it was made of paper.  
 
    Olga DeWinter the Werewolf roared like a thunderstorm as her severed limb flew back with Viktor's momentum and cratered against a shelf hard enough to tip it and spill its chemical contents to the floor. The stump immediately began to hiss and steam at the contact of the silver, reacting as if it had been burned acid. 
 
    Stimlyf's eyes went wide and he cursed. He had to duck out of the way of fifty shattering glass bottles that must have been filled with something aggressive, because as soon as they mixed on the floor, they turned a variety of evil-looking purple colours[DR174] and the room was rocked by bursts of light and secondary explosions. 
 
    Viktor used their surprise to go for another stroke of his axe aimed at Olga's head, but she was smart enough to get out of the way. Stimlyf immediately started blasting green and yellow flames through the smoke, seeming utterly uncaring that half of them hit Olga in the back and scorched her flesh. 
 
    Viktor cursed, putting himself in front of Olga so that she acted as a shield for Stimlyf's reckless spells. Viktor cut her in the back of the leg when she turned around and roared at Stimlyf in the confusion. 
 
    'The fucking idiot! You're hitting me!' she picked a chair up and threw it at her fiancé. Viktor rushed to Tasya's prone body and scooped her up, making a beeline for the exit. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Five: The Violinist of the Cache 
 
    Viktor cursed so much that a sailor would blush as he hurled himself across the lab, aiming for the door Chast had led him through. He was mere fucking metres away from it when something happened to make his ears tingle and the door froze over with purple light. Viktor's heart sank as he tried to build up speed to ram his way through it, but all that earned his was a busted fucking arm and a fall on his arse. 
 
    Tasya moaned pathetically on the ground next to him, and he spat furiously as he dug into his pouch for some salvestone. He pulled her onto her side and used his blade to make several deep incisions on the back of her neck, near and around the shattered bones there. Viktor poured salvestone into the wounds, hoping beyond fucking hope that the entry sites would be enough to at least stabilise Tasya long enough for him to get her to a doctor. 
 
    Viktor grabbed his axe from where he'd dropped it and howled, raining blow after blow on the fucking door. Every time he did, the axe simply bounced off the purple field and a harsh, otherworldly ringing sound emanated around the room. 
 
    Viktor cursed again. He put the axe into the wood beside the door. It went through easily enough, slicing through the rock making up the actual wall and coming out the other side. He almost snagged it on the jagged edges as he was pulling it back out. He had no easy way to cut a hole. He had three more shatterstone bombs on him seeing as he'd been intelligent enough to stock up, but he didn't know if even those would be strong enough to go through what he estimated was almost three metres of fucking solid stone. They were meant to take men apart, not function as fucking mining explosives. 
 
    He resolved himself to having to slowly slice chunks of rock off the old-fashioned way and was about to raise the axe for another swing when he heard a sound like a bell ringing inside his head. 
 
    There's no running here, Viktor. You'll have to fight your way out. Behind you. 
 
    Viktor felt his temper break. He turned and screamed wordlessly, cutting down with his axe at the spot that he somehow knew contained the bolt of lightning Stimlyf had launched at him. 
 
    'Fucking worthless magical children and their fucking magic and the fucking god-shit voices in my head,' he muttered as Stimlyf slowly emerged from the smoke of the ruined side office. 
 
    Olga followed closely along after him, her severed stump bleeding but already starting to knit back together. The rate at which she healed was freakish. Viktor could see the little lines of flesh sprouting from the wound as her arm slowly grew back and fur sprouted all over the new skin. It wouldn't be more than a few minutes before Olga regained use of that arm, at that speed. 
 
    'Nice shot, Viktor,' Olga said neutrally. 'I suppose I should have expected you to stock up on silver after our little run-in. Your weaponsmith must be subtle. I didn't even smell it.' She smiled at him wickedly[DR175], but he was in no mood to be terrified. 
 
    'Do you fools have any idea what you're playing with?!' he shouted, surprising them enough to make them halt their movement. 
 
    'You think Rolt would have left you alive if her gambit somehow worked?' He pointed at them. 
 
    'You're playing a game with sociopaths that don't give a shit about human life. What makes you think you're immune to winding up as trimmed loose ends? You can barely even keep from killing one another and yet you think you're enough to deal with me?' 
 
    That gave them a little pause, and they a shared a careful look with one another. Viktor's grip on Volkfur intensified to the point that he was worried he might pull muscles in his hands. 
 
    'The fuck was even the plan here? You thought you'd raise enough dead to take the city, to hold off the Theronlian Army when they came here to smack the shit out of you?' 
 
    Stimlyf bit his lip. 
 
    'No.' He moved closer to Viktor, finding some confidence in seeing him cornered. 'Once this is all over, we're heading to Nordheim.' 
 
    'The fuck for?' 
 
    'What do you think?' Olga snapped, approaching from the other side and nearing his flank. 'Nordheim is the only place in the world that accepts people like us. Rolt said she'd cut a deal with them. Adelstrad in exchange for the Nordlings letting bygones be bygones and welcoming us with open arms. 
 
    'Picture it, Viktor. An entire nation that worships blood and fire and treason. Captured slaves in their lines towards fog-shrouded temples and sacrifice altars. A dark thing in every little nook and cranny, and a whispered secret told in ash and magic every time you turn your ear to an old stone.' Olga breathed in some imaginary smoke, as a smirk came to her face. 'It sounds heavenly.' 
 
    'And you, Stimlyf?' Viktor turned to the witch. 'You never struck me as the warmongering sort.' 
 
    'I'm not.' Stimlyf looked at him darkly. 'But the Nordlings have vast libraries under their lost and dark cities. The barbarian tribes may be a pain and a half to deal with, but they treat their sorcerers well and even witches get respect. I can spend my days drinking and practicing my art in peace.' 
 
    'Your art is a nightmare that you cling to the same way Olga clings to her lycanthropy: as a crutch that you use to give you power and make you feel like Daddy can't hurt you anymore. Both of you are scum. 
 
    'You'—he gestured at Olga—'seem to have either been born a broken doll who wants to drown in blood or became that way because Hulkreug didn't give you enough attention, which is laughable in and of itself. You'—this time he gestured at Stimlyf—'extrapolate your shit father and paint the entire city with his brush. At least Olga has the excuse of genuinely seeming unable to give a shit about another person. 
 
    'You act like everyone in the entire city is somehow at fault for your harsh life. And you know what else, you're a coward. You blame me for killing your uncle, but I think you and I both know that it wasn't coincidence that Tol took Milletra's coin.' 
 
    'She was the one that approached him for that,' Stimlyf sneered. 
 
    'And you two were the ones pulling her strings. Look me in the face and tell me you didn't arrange things in such a way that Tol would take that coin. Did you bewitch him?' 
 
    'Of course not!' Stimlyf snapped. 'He was just supposed to let some carts pass inside one of the storehouses and pretend he didn't see anything. I wouldn't have—' 
 
    'He's dead either way, you stupid boy. So congratulations, you got your uncle killed and you blame me for it because you're too arrogant to blame yourself and too cowardly to blame the Baron. So it falls on me, just like it always seems to. I suppose that riot in the Middle was your attempt to get revenge by proxy. Make it look like the crowd was as outraged as you were.' 
 
    Stimlyf nodded. 'You'd be astonished how far a little magic can go. I'm used to taking people's minds apart piece by piece, so a much more subtle push given to a crowd that was already looking for an excuse was nothing.' He emphasised his point by pulling a little bit of purple flame into existence in his palms. 
 
    'Those beggars and flea-bitten merchants would have torn you apart if you hadn't threatened them all into pissing themselves. Do you have any idea how humiliating it was, playing the foolish whelp act in public like that? All for no gain.' 
 
    'Pretty fucking humiliating, I suppose. Especially after I've cottoned on to the fact that that was also how you kept your father's suspicions under wraps while you bewitched him. What about Thron? You two were childhood friends or something. What did you get him onboard for?' 
 
    'Peh.' Stimlyf sneered. 'That idiot wasn't so much a friend as someone my father stuck me with to keep me out of sight. A little coin and some drugs and he was more than happy to help me smuggle the reagents I needed into the city. No idea where Thron got them in the first place, but his family run most of the city's smokeship gantries. I assume he met a smuggler somewhere. Either way, I kept him far away from anything important or sensitive, using him for deliveries and anything that didn't need much of a brain for. Then, well, he got a little suspicious after a while...' 
 
    Stimlyf trailed off, not saying much more on that front. Viktor ground his teeth. These two were monsters with plentiful blood on their hands, the supermajority of that blood being the blood of innocents, but the fact that he knew the making of them made it harder to emotionlessly cut them down. He hadn't wanted to have the deaths of any children on his hands today and these two were barely more than teenagers. 
 
    He pulled another bomb out of his pocket with his other hand, sparking it against the wall. 'I am going to give you both a single chance to drop this. You can kill the magic that's keeping me in here, you can grab whatever valuables are left in this lab, and you can head off in whatever direction you want so long as I don't see you in Adelstrad again.' 
 
    'Fuck you,' Stimlyf spat immediately, raising his hand as Olga launched at Viktor. 'Die!' 
 
    More green fucking fire flew at him. He tossed the bomb out wide and scored a miss but nonetheless forced Stimlyf to flinch, giving Viktor precious seconds. Viktor had to run off to the side to avoid being burned, ducking under the gouts of flame. That was right where Olga wanted him, and she moved like lightning to slash a claw at him. He had no hope of dodging it, so he took a chance, sucked a breath in and tanked it on the shoulder. 
 
    Olga's claws tore through his armour and left the muscles of his arm in fucking tatters, but he was already in full swing, pressing into her injured left side where she was much less able to reach him. 
 
    He caught her in the ribs, crunching bone with the weight of the axe as it tore deep into her side torso, only ceasing when she put her remaining hand on it and shoved him away. The strength of her throw hurled Viktor back into a bookshelf, but he was on his feet in a second, pouring salvestone onto his shoulder and pulling another bomb tube out. 
 
    'Fucking bitch!' he roared, sprinting towards Olga. 'Come here!' He hurled the bomb over her head at Stimlyf, forcing the witch to curse and scramble away as it blew up. The explosion tore apart the bolts keeping a particularly large shelf attached to the wall and it toppled onto a row of tables with more beakers. 
 
    No explosion came this time, but smoke erupted everywhere, and the sound of the falling shelf distracted Olga just long enough for Viktor to close the distance and put the axe back into her. He hooked her on a leg and pulled with the sharp of the axe, severing her hamstring. She howled but was quick on her feet, grabbing a table with her good arm and moving to bash him to death with it. 
 
    He fell to his knees and shoved the axe up, using it as a pole as the table broke around it. Viktor burst through the shattered wood, took another claw across his chest, and hurled another handful of microbombs at Olga's head. 
 
    'Not a second time!' she hissed, slapping them aside but earning herself a smack from the blunt of the axe. A handful of her teeth flew out, but, far from angry, she smiled at the executioner, even as the various hissing, steaming wounds he'd given her spat blood all over the floor. 
 
    'This is what I've been looking for, Viktor.' She lashed out and grabbed him by his neck. 'A good fucking fight with an actual man, not the little boys God surrounds me with!' 
 
    She hurled him in Stimlyf's direction. Viktor left her grasp and didn't bother trying to clamp down on the scream that tore through his throat as he soared through the air and landed on one of the upper levels of the lab. He went through the banister and crashed into a cabinet with various captive pixies in that exploded everywhere. He muttered angry curses, watching one of them land on his chest and offer a cutesy smile and a dumb little pose before the smile broke out into something demonic and it flew at him with four rows of teeth. He grabbed it out of the air and stuck it under his hood so that he could bite its head off and spit it out. 
 
    'Fucking things,' he griped, getting to his feet and pouring what he was worried was the last of his salvestone on all of his wounds. That his back wasn't broken was miraculous. 
 
    He looked up to see Olga using her remaining arm to climb up the shelves on the other side of the room, absolutely destroying the books within and recklessly knocking chemicals over as she went. 
 
    'Stupid dog…,' Viktor spat, finding the floating mirror shards he'd seen earlier and picking up the box that was containing them. As he was doing so, a cloud of magical, foul-smelling purple smoke burst onto the shelves overhead, immediately melting them to goop. Viktor looked down to flip Stimlyf off. 
 
    'Hey! Cunt-boy! Do me a favour and don't burn those fucking books! Some of them might not be in mass-print!' he raged. 
 
    Feeling the most acute anger he'd felt in a while at all the books that had been destroyed today because of these two, he clutched the box in hands that were white with fury. He broke it over his knee, then he hurled it at Stimlyf. 
 
    The explosion was immense. The box came apart as whatever energies within it detonated and spewed shards everywhere, forcing Stimlyf to duck behind a desk. An approaching howl and the hair on the back of his neck standing up on end told Viktor that Olga had launched off the higher shelves towards him. 
 
    She made impact with the floor next to him. He tried to take her head off with the axe, but she dodged, leapt over and behind him and then ducked away from the slice he made[DR176]. Viktor just barely dodged the claw Olga would have used to slice his neck open, but he got no respite as the second cloud of smoke appeared, changed direction midair so that he couldn’t dodge and then followed him across the walkway, bursting across his left leg and eating into his fucking flesh. 
 
    The pain was so immense that he couldn't scream, but at least the burn-proofing on his leather might have been keeping the worst of it at bay, otherwise he wouldn't have had a leg. 
 
    Olga was immediately upon him, biting, kicking, clawing and using her superior strength, speed and size to bully him backwards. He made for a swing with his axe, but Olga caught it by the shaft, grinning at him devilishly. 
 
    'Hey, handsome. Some advice? Next time you get a silver weapon made to deal with a werewolf, don't just coat the blade. I can still grab it by the handle.' She smirked and blew a kiss at him, an inhumanely creepy gesture for a woman with a wolf's head. 
 
    'Right. And what's your plan to deal with the bomb compartment?' he chuckled. 
 
    'Bomb compartment? The fuck are you—?' Her eyes tore to the shaft long enough for Viktor to get a cheeky sucker punch in, then shove a thumb into each of her eye sockets. 
 
    Olga's scream was loud enough to burst one of his eardrums as he pulled both of her scarlet orbs out with his fingers. She got a lucky slash in with her remaining arm and Viktor watched, almost in slow motion, as his hand with the silver fleischmetall came free from its arm. 
 
    He screamed and stuck his remaining arm deep into Olga's mouth, finding her uvula and violently pulling it free as he climbed further on top of her, kicking one of her breasts with a heavy boot. The sudden invasion of her mouth shocked her enough that she released her grip on his axe, so he tore it out of her fingers and began slicing shallow cuts into the flesh of her torso and legs, even scoring a lucky cut under her armpit. 
 
    She gagged, then vomited around his stump and finally lost her balance. They both tipped backwards and fell to the floor below, Viktor cushioning his fall on her larger frame. 
 
    Viktor scrambled atop her a little drunkenly. Shock. The loss of his hand had put him into shock. He didn't feel much pain for the sake of the adrenaline and the built-up salvestone in his system, but he was still bleeding like a stuck fucking pig. He tried to get up but fell over Olga. 
 
    Tears were in her eyes as she turned onto her side and vomited blood and stomach acid. Some of it landed on his hood and he hissed as it seeped into the cloth and burnt his skin. The whole world was spinning. He was dizzy. Colours were fading. His head was pounding. He needed water. 
 
    Fucking Adelstrad made him thirsty. Thirstier than an entire life spent in the desert. The white sands never caused him so much grief. He never should have left Dreim. 
 
    Viktor was up on his feet in only a few seconds, stumbling around and looking for a torch to cauterise his wounds with. He found none, but managed to stumble over to a lantern and shove his stump through the glass. He hissed in pain as the blood dried into sticky black crust on his stump on the open flame, heedless of the cuts he'd given himself clumsily putting it through the glass. A man with blood loss didn't have fine dexterity. 
 
    He stumbled and fell again, feeling the world sway underneath him. Viktor put a hand up over his mouth, but his stomach rebelled against the amount of blood he had lost. He felt agonisingly thirsty and violently sick. He fell down [DR177]to his hand and knees next to Olga. 
 
    He felt his own stomach heaving from exertion and pain and what might have been a salvestone overdose. He tried to force himself back up, but his legs were made of lead. 
 
    Fucking werewolf. 
 
    Viktor tilted his head towards Olga, pulled his hood up and, just to be a dick, vomited all over her, making sure to get most of it into her mouth and her bleeding eye sockets. 
 
    'Stupid fucking dog…,' he spat, lurching to his feet. 'You think you had it rough? What, an absent father? Stupid bitch, you were rich. You could have just bought some goddamn friends. Every beggar in Adelstrad would kill for your position. If bleak backstories were poppy, I'd be fucking high my entire life. You don't see me on this dwang.' 
 
    He kicked her in the crotch, earning a pained whine from her. Then he decided that wasn't enough and kept going, raining kicks down onto the soft flesh there and then stomping on her fucking head. She put her remaining arm up to protect herself, so he stomped the claws there into a broken, mangled mess. 
 
    Just as he was feeling the salvestone overdose, Olga was beginning to feel the buildup of silver in her body. A normal weapon, perhaps even one that was supernaturally sharp, might have just bounced off of her, and she had a surprising resistance to contact with the metal, but even Olgas seemed to have had her limit. 
 
    Much as he was suffering, he managed to find his broken axe and made to bury it in her stomach, only for an invisible force to grab hold of it. 
 
    'Get away from her!' 
 
    Stimlyf emerged from the smoking ruins of the desk, burnt across his face from the mirror explosion and glaring daggers at him. 
 
    'Stupid fucking executioner…,' he hissed, ripping the weapon out of Viktor's hands. 'Don't touch my fucking fiancée.' 
 
    Viktor made to pull a bomb tube out, but his hand froze before he could and his last two fell to the floor and then slid away from him. He tried to move something—anything—but his entire body was frozen in place. 
 
    It was just like his conversation with Dave the Demon, and yet the small fires still raging around the room made it clear that it was only Viktor that was frozen, not time. 
 
    'Aren't you two just special?' he mocked. 'Nice of you to only get involved now, Stimlyf. Here I thought Olga was the cold-hearted one. I suppose I shouldn't be surprised that it's so easy for you to hide behind your fiancée and use her as cannon fodder. You did the same thing to your father, Thron Highdark, your uncle Tol, and Dowry. And those are just the greater betrayals before we even get into the whole list. Out of interest, whatever did happen to the servant? I know you had him bust out of his fucking prison transport.' 
 
    'I sent him away,' Stimlyf sneered. 'Old man has enough coin on him to retire comfortably in Westrom by now. More family to me than Lym ever was. I thought he deserved to live out his older years in peace.' 
 
    'And he agreed with that, did he?' 
 
    'No, he wanted to stay here and see things through, but a command from his lord is what it is.' 
 
    'Pathetic,' Viktor spat. 'Even when you think you're trying to do something good, you just can't help but flout the nobleman card. I think I now see why you don't regard him as anything other than a pawn, Olga.' 
 
    Olga twitched on the floor, still blind and likely unable to move, but—impossibly—her flesh was still slowly knitting back together even with all the silver in her system. Stimlyf turned to regard her. 
 
    'What's he talking about, Olga?' the witch asked neutrally. 
 
    A disgusting gargling sound came from her throat, mixed with an agonised dog's whine. 
 
    'Hell if I know,' Olga murmured quietly through her broken teeth, still uncomfortably spitting out blood and chunks of Viktor's own bile. Viktor, despite himself, found that he was wildly impressed at how quickly she was coming back together. He'd just about beat her unconscious and she was full of poison, but she was already a little more lucid. 
 
    'I think I might have hit him in the head,' Olga coughed, working her jaw and spitting out a tooth.  
 
    Ah. And he'd gone and found it. The spot. 
 
    'Don't be so modest,' Viktor chuckled, feeling a little bit of his headache recede just from the satisfaction of knowing that Olga had been the one stupid enough to plant the seed for this. 'What were your exact words? "Stimlyf's just a pawn to me. Good only for food"? You heard your fiancée call me handsome a second ago, didn't you, Stimlyf? Methinks that perhaps the wolf is looking for a replacement.' 
 
    Stimlyf locked with Viktor for some of the longest seconds of the executioner's life, but then he licked his lips and tilted his head at Olga with a scowl. 'That does sound an awful lot like some of the things you've said about some of your previous meals, my love.' 
 
    Olga scowled through her bleeding eyes, hastily propping herself up against one of the fallen desks. 'Hmph. You're one to talk, you little idiot. I was playing with my food again. I thought I'd throw him some false nuggets, see how he'd react. You can't deny how fun it is to watch him try to piece everything together.' 
 
    Stimlyf scowled and the invisible force on Viktor's neck tightened. He watched on, trying not to emit any sound. Just now, the audible verification that he was choking encouraged Stimlyf to finish the job. 
 
    'Is this how it's going to be like, Olga? You and I wanting to love one another but never being more than at arm's reach? You said you made an exception for me.' 
 
    'I did. I do.' Olga coughed, turning to look at Stimlyf a little with her blank eye sockets. 'I shouldn't have to reinforce this every time you experience any fucking self-doubt, Stimlyf.' 
 
    'Did. You. Call. Me. A. Pawn?' Stimlyf ground out. 
 
    Olga sneered. 'In a moment of passion. I had him trapped. You know there's not much I can do when the wolf blood gets a hold of me, Stimlyf. I say things I don't mean. It's sometimes a little hard having a monster in your head.' She tilted her head condescendingly and furrowed her bloodied eyebrows. 
 
    Stimlyf glowered, some of the force on Viktor's throat finally letting up, likely mostly out of distraction. 'Ever since you turned, you haven't been right. The woman I fell in love with is… distant. All you think about anymore is blood.' 
 
    'All I have anymore is blood, Stimlyf.' One of Olga's eyes was reforming, and she glared at him with the crimson orb and a mixture of hate and some sick territorialism. 'I let Rolt give me the blood for you. You're lucky. That demon we dug up only wanted all your happy memories. You didn't have many of those to begin with. Just the ones of your mother. At least you had one that didn't kill herself in the process of creating you. You did have a chance to make new good memories, though. Me? I'm like this forever. I have to spend the rest of my life caging it. It's not just the full moons.' 
 
    'Oh, I'm lucky?' Stimlyf pointed angrily at his sharp teeth. 'I've had to throw a lot of spells around lately, Olga. The mutations progress every time I do. Maybe if you had done your job and killed the fucking Blackclad when I asked you to, we wouldn't even be having this conversation.' 
 
    'Seems to me the conversation was going to be had anyway,' Viktor spoke, then immediately regretted it when the force around his throat returned. 
 
    'What was that?' Stimlyf asked. 
 
    'I said that this was inevitable. You're both too fucking young to be playing these games. What even are you? How many winters?' 
 
    Olga hesitated as Stimlyf scowled. Viktor couldn't have been certain, but he got the impression she was more willing to humour him after he'd just kicked the shit out of her. Maybe some bizarre mentality that came with being a werewolf. 'Twenty-four and eighteen, Stimlyf being the younger.' 
 
    'Olga, that's enough.' 
 
    Stimlyf couldn't see where Viktor's eyes were looking under his hood—damn enchanted thing—but they were flicking rapidly between Stimlyf and Olga as a new kind of tension filled the air. 
 
    Viktor was worried Stimlyf would finish him off, Stimlyf was worried Olga would try something while his attention was on Viktor, and Olga was worried that she would be next if Viktor died, now that the seed of her real thoughts had been planted in the witch's mind. 
 
    Viktor strongly suspected that Stimlyf was the one that made the plans and Olga the one that did the killing, but he wasn't sure if that wasn't just because the werewolf recognised that he was better at it. That dynamic had shifted... 
 
    He had exactly one chance of getting out of this alive. 
 
    'Stimlyf, look at me.' Viktor pointed at his eyes even though Stimlyf couldn't see them. 'I'm a hardened man, alright? I've lived with a lot of blood and ash on my hands and only a portion of that was chosen. And yet even I got to live a relatively normal, though shitty, existence before I became who I am. This isn't the fucking path to fixing your life.' 
 
    'Oh, do shut the fuck up, executioner.' Stimlyf surprised Viktor by dropping him to the floor and letting him breathe a little more freely. That was short-lived, as an invisible force grabbed the executioner by a collar and slammed him against a wooden support beam. He laid there with his back to it, slowly working his neck in a rhythmic fashion as he pondered how exactly he had been such a shit person in a previous life to deserve this nonsense. 
 
    '"Look at me, I'm a big scary muscular murder man, bound forever to Adelstrad by my dark deeds." Do you realise how old that routine is? There are scarier things in the world than a torturer's rack.' 
 
    It didn't escape Viktor's notice that some curiosity flashed across Stimlyf's face. He evidently hadn't been expecting to find so much talk when he sprang his little death trap. 
 
    'Yes, Stimlyf, there are,' Viktor coughed, wiping at his hood. 'There are many things that are a lot scarier than what I can do to people with an iron maiden and a few pears of pain. I saw that firsthand long ago...' 
 
    'Oh, do enlighten me.' Stimlyf waved a hand and one of the few unbroken chairs in the room flew at him. He sat in it backwards again, levelling a spiteful look in Olga's direction as he positioned it so that his back was to neither of them. 'Please, this should be good.' 
 
    'You don't need or deserve the whole story down to the grisly details, Stimlyf. You already know I'm from Dreim. Why don't you take a guess at what I did to get this hood?' Viktor watched with satisfaction as Stimlyf's face told him that the little bookworm had decided to take a page out of Viktor's book and dig for information. 
 
    'What? As a guess? Murder, most likely. Your grasp of your temper isn't as great as you pretend it is. You coming down here by yourself proved your recklessness.' 
 
    Behind him, imperceptibly, Olga shifted. She didn't glower at Viktor, but the way her face pulled made it clear that she had realised the danger of her situation. On a normal day, she could have literally eaten Stimlyf for breakfast, but she'd gotten overexcited and allowed Viktor to goad her into fighting his kind of dirty fight. She'd paid for it and now she was vulnerable. 
 
    It was subtle, but Viktor half-wondered if they hadn't come to blows before he even got here. They both hated their fathers, and he was convinced they were fucking, but alliances forged on mutual hate were shaky indeed. Two people that delighted in using others as pawns would have a poor ability to build trust with one another. 
 
    'You want to know how I got this hood on my fucking head, Stimlyf?' 
 
    'I do, before you die.' Stimlyf scowled. 'Satisfy my curiosity, maybe I'll make it quick.' 
 
    'Once upon a time,' Viktor hissed through the pain in his chest, 'there was a family of cloth merchants. They didn't trade in fine silks, carpets and textiles. Just raw, cheap quality cloth that was the only kind impoverished and frugal pilgrims could afford to use for their travel robes. There might have been an opportunity to make wealth, but they had no great inventory, and they were couldn't afford[DR178] to buy more. Hence the cloth traders were poor. Only barely wealthier than serfs. They lived in Dreim, on the outskirts of Sanfaar.' 
 
    Stimlyf cottoned on to the fact that this wasn't a random story. He glared at Viktor in curious interest. Olga inched a little closer to him as his gaze shifted, only barely freezing her movement in time when the witch looked back at her. 
 
    'Now, this family of poor cloth traders, they weren't exactly pious people. Drink and lies were the norm in their little house. The father beat the wife on the regular, the wife beat the daughter on the regular, and the daughter beat the younger child on the regular. That younger child happened to be a son. A scrawny, thin little boy named Timril. Small child, bright eyes. You'd swear that some people lose their souls to their shit lives. Not Timril. Something about him spoke of an older soul. That, or maybe he was just good at pretending. 'Timril had no friends, and he tended to spend his days alone in the outskirts of the city. Sometimes wandering the shores of white sand looking for shells to sell for pocket money, sometimes moving between the groves of palm trees, chasing moths. Anywhere was better than being at home with his angry little family.' 
 
    Stimlyf was quiet, listening intently. Even Olga, in between her subtle movements, didn't take her eyes off Viktor. Her ears flicked in agitation and interest. 
 
    'Timril's life was painful, and every year his family got poorer and angrier and uglier. That took a toll on him. Every year, Timril responded to his family's ongoing deterioration by himself becoming shyer and quieter and thinner. Eventually, Timril got sick. He developed a nasty cough. He got nosebleeds almost every day. After some time, he wound up bedridden, in peerless agony. Unable to move, unable to breathe. 
 
    'Either way, the cheap doctors that Timril's family could barely be arsed to get for him had no idea what was causing his illness. The boils he had on his hands but nowhere else, discoloration of his eyes that should have resulted in blindness but didn't, severe burns on his face that came from nowhere.' Viktor laughed cruelly, surprising Stimlyf, who hadn't realised he had been leaning forward in fascination. 
 
    'But God…,' Viktor let the words hang in the air, 'does absolutely adore a coincidence, Stimlyf. Chance would have it, that was the same year a plague went through Sanfaar. You've heard of the darkpox?' 
 
    'In passing.' 
 
    'Lovely little infection. If you have a pre-existing ailment, it takes it and worsens it until it kills you. The disease is magical in nature. Nasty stuff cooked up by some sorcerer during some fucking war somewhere in antiquity. Chance would have it, everyone in Timril's family was a chronic smoker of the drejn root and an alcoholic. Over the course of barely a week, all those tiny little sores in their lungs from a lifetime of smoking that shit and all those hundreds of impurities and strains on their livers and pancreases... Well, by the end of it, they were coughing up blood and mucous right alongside their youngest son. Died not long past their third week with the infection.' 
 
    'And Timril?' Stimlyf asked. 
 
    'That's the amazing part. Little Timril's symptoms didn't worsen very much at all during those three weeks. In fact, he even got better as his family wasted away around him. He still couldn't move, and now he had no one to feed him or bring him water, seeing as the people in the city had boarded up his house to trap everyone inside and stop the plague from spreading. No food, no water... But his health slowly returned to little Timril as he lay there with the stench and the rot of his decomposing family.' 
 
    'What was the cause?' Stimlyf asked, standing and slowly walking closer. He gestured at Viktor on the floor. 'How did Timril go from a plague house in Dreim's capital to… this?' 
 
    'Djinns are funny that way, Stimlyf,' Viktor chuckled. 'You never know when one of them might take a liking. Timril had forgotten about a time five years prior when he had shared his only loaf of mouldy bread with an old woman begging in the streets. She'd taken it and eaten it without saying a word, and Timril's father had beaten him blue for the idiotic act of charity a poor family couldn't afford. The boy had taken his lumps, then he'd forgotten. But the djinn hadn't.' 
 
    Stimlyf smiled widely, revealing an extra row of razor-sharp teeth. 'Djinns aren't known as benevolent contractors. They always want something in return.' 
 
    'They do, yes. Timril was thirteen when the darkpox struck. It subsided in a few years, after some on and off again outbreaks, but the house was left abandoned. Everyone assumed that all the occupants had died, but no one wanted to go inside. 
 
    'The people were suspicious and the physicians in Sanfaar did warn that the contaminants of that ancient bioweapon could linger for decades. The djinn worked her magic on Timril. He spent five entire years simultaneously dying from his nameless illness and growing stronger from whatever the djinn was doing to him. Unable to move, unable to speak, unable to think past the excruciating pain of his world, Timril grew up in a boarded-up hovel, surrounded by the skeletons of his dead, failed, worthless family.' 
 
    He spat the words with decades of old anger, causing Stimlyf's grin to widen. Viktor looked into his eyes and saw the hunger there. A thirst for knowledge that reminded him oh so much of himself. it was stronger, though. He couldn't be sure, but Viktor strongly suspected that Stimlyf had had a lot more dealings with Dave than his father, even if the demon had been planted in Stimlyf's office to make it look like Lym had been the one consorting with it, even if on Stimlyf's orders.[DR179] 
 
    He didn't know if it was a trick of the light, but Viktor could have sworn he saw some purple flame dancing around Stimlyf's green orbs. Dave had warped the mind there, made it stronger. Fed it like a flame that needed ever more kindling. Viktor supposed that was how the demon planned to keep Stimlyf under its thumb. 
 
    'On the midnight of Timril's twenty-first birthday, during the foggiest evening in three decades where the moon hung low and the harsh whispers of something dark crept up the necks of every sleeping person in the city, the djinn finished her work. And...' Viktor sighed. 'She demanded her payment. 
 
    'There was an old man in Sanfaar. The djinn had previously had dealings with him as well, long before she met Timril, but he'd shorted her on their agreed upon price. Now it was her time to collect, first from the old man and now from his entire family as well. Unpaid debts accrued interest, after all. She needed some hands with which to do it.' 
 
    Viktor took in a deep breath, as if savouring some bitter memories. 
 
    'Thus, exactly an hour after midnight, it was Timril's turn to repay his own debt. The djinn demanded a simple and easily fulfilled task of him. 
 
    Viktor looked down at his remaining hand, clenching and unclenching it as he spoke. 
 
    'Thus, wrought by unseen hands, a fire began in Timril's home. It was unnatural, unquenchable. Blue flames roared to life all over the building without cause and licked at it with such intense heat that the stone foundation began to melt. The boarded-up door to the hovel exploded off its hinges, and little Timril strode out through the flames—a grown man by that point, mighty of body where once he had been puny, impenetrable of mind where once he had merely been sharp. He was carrying his father's old woodcutting axe the way the reaper carries a scythe...' 
 
    'You were caught.' Stimlyf smirked. 
 
    Viktor turned to look up at Stimlyf, glaring into his eyes with a look that he knew the boy would find colder than the grave, had he been able to see it. 
 
    'Only after the work was done.' 
 
    The witch nodded. He stared at Viktor for several long moments, then slowly, very slowly, he began to laugh. A deep, uproarious laugh that had him pressing his elbows to his stomach even as he began clapping in absolute enthusiasm. 
 
    'Bravo! Bravo, Viktor! That is a story and a half. Magnificent. Absolutely brilliant story to end this little adventure with.' He pointed at the executioner even as he chuckled. 'Stone God, I was expecting something mundane, not a fellow pact-maker, even if you were an unwilling one.' 
 
    He gently reached into his boot and pulled a knife out, pointing at it with a grin. 'Learned from you never to leave home without one of these.' 
 
    'Good boy.' Viktor nodded. 'I can complement you on that much, at least.' 
 
    Stimlyf seemed to actually appreciate the comment. He leaned down and put a hand on Viktor's shoulder. 'Perhaps I misjudged you, old man. But tell me, before this gets any more sappy and drawn out than it needs to be... Where do you want it? Jugular, or heart?' 
 
    'Heart. The poetry's better that way.' Viktor made a show of unbuttoning his shirt a little. 'But, there's one last detail of this story you should think on before we do this. Sort of a little lesson in the tale.' 
 
    'What would that be?' 
 
    'If I killed that old man and his entire family with an axe in Dreim, how the fuck did I get sent to be an executioner in Adelstrad?' 
 
    Stimlyf blinked in confusion and opened his mouth to answer, not even noticing the shadow looming behind him, the one that had been slowly and silently crawling towards him while he was enthralled with Viktor's story. Then Olga's jaws came down over his neck and tore his head off. She reared her head up and swallowed in one gulp, shivering in an almost sexual sort of pleasure as her fiancé's head went down her throat. 
 
    She howled in some primal, primordial hunger as she lifted his body up with her good hand and tore into it ferociously. Viktor watched the little straw doll of Hulkreug come undone when she bit into Stimlyf's belt. It fell to the floor not far from Viktor, but he was too tired to move over and grab it. Never mind that doing so would draw her attention away from her feeding frenzy and towards him. 
 
    Blood and chunks flew everywhere around the room as she devoured Stimlyf piece by piece. Tearing, gnashing, chewing him up and devouring entire limbs whole. That wasn't enough for her. She got on her knees and began licking up every last drop of blood she could find on the floor, uncaring for the shards of glass and debris that bit into her tongue as she did so. 
 
    She froze as still as a statue when Viktor put his remaining hand on her shoulder. She looked up at him, staring. Both eyes had healed by now and were red as blood. There was fury there, and some of it was directed at him. And yet, Viktor had his own questions that he needed answers to. Him and Stimlyf had been more similar than the executioner had first assumed. 
 
    'Did you love him, Olga?' 
 
    One eye narrowed even as the other went wide and more growling emanated from her throat. 'What do you care?' she snapped. 'The writing was on the wall. He was going to kill us both anyway, you then me. This was survival. The only rule that matters. The only one that makes sense.' 
 
    'Did you love him, Olga?' he repeated the question, patiently. 
 
    'It…doesn't matter. Not... Not anymore,' Olga said quietly. 
 
    Those were clearly all the words she had for him. She was silent, terrifyingly silent. But a single tear came from one of her eyes and told Viktor all he needed to know. Slowly, gently, as if he were approaching a wounded animal, he moved his good hand to the side of her head, under her ear. He gently ran his hand along her fur. A furious growl began to emanate from her throat, and she barred her teeth as her eyes widened with imminent frenzy. 
 
    'Good dog…,' Viktor sighed, looking at the destruction all around them. 'It's okay, beautiful hound. We'll… find a way to figure this out, I suppose.' 
 
    Olga's eyes went wide as Viktor ran his thumb through her coarse fur. She stared, mutely, as hungry drool ran out of her mouth and impacted against the patches of her fur that had been wetted red with Stimlyf's blood. 
 
    She knew he was bullshitting her. He knew that she knew. Neither cared. Both were injured, tired, angry and eager for any excuse to get a moment to themselves to lick their wounds, both the fresh ones and the ones they'd carried with them for a long time. 
 
    Olga seemed to be considering eating him, truly she did, but then she closed her eyes and shivered at his touch. She leaned [DR180]into his hand and nuzzled it with the kind of uncertainty that he'd expect from an abused hound that hadn't been offered enough affection in its life, if any. 
 
    Viktor didn't have the heart to say anything as more tears fell down Olga's cheeks, mixing with the blood on her face as she silently and brokenly sobbed. Too proud to blubber, but not strong enough right now to hold the tears in. 
 
    Woman after his own heart, in all honesty. 
 
    'There's a good pup, there we go...' 
 
    They both lay there, silent and exhausted, the only sound being Olga's heavy breathing and Viktor's hand slowly moving up and down her fur, tracing gentle circles along her head and her impossibly coarse fur. Both knew they were probably royally fucked, if in differing ways. Neither cared in that moment. Neither had the energy to. 
 
    They both just wanted some peace and quiet for a while.
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    [DR1]Because the last mention in the previous sentence was his blood curdling, the "as well" here refers back to that. Since those don't connect on the basis of similarities, I suggest just cutting the words and letting the sentence run strong on its own. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR2]To avoid repetition of the word. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR3]Just to avoid repetition for the third time. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR4]This paragraph was originally a run-on sentence, so I split it up. But in order for "ever since she had" to work, we would have to change the tense of the entire sentence to match and it just didn't sound natural, so I suggested this. Now the tenses are consistent. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR5]Or you could use a semicolon if you want.  
 
  
 
   
    [DR6]To avoid the repetition of the word "lucky" twice in these last two paragraphs. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR7]As one sentence, these two points were unrelated, so it's best to divide them. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR8]To ascend means to go up, so you don't need both. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR9]This is distracting from the point of the sentence and doesn't add anything to it, so I suggest omitting it. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR10]This is to avoid a run-on sentence. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR11]I disconnected these sentences for their lack of relevancy to one another. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR12]Just having the comma after "skiff" makes it read like Viktor is the one lavishly decorated, not the skiff. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR13]Because the extended phrase is "at this point in time." 
 
  
 
   
    [DR14]This is to avoid repetition. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR15]I suggested this deletion because the point of the sentence seems to be the need for political patrons, not the voice in court. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR16]To avoid the repetition of "moments." 
 
  
 
   
    [DR17]This whole sentence is composed of fractured clauses. "[This was] nothing like some of the storms he'd seen in Adelstrad, but maybe [it has] the potential for being one." That's the sentence if it were complete, so the word "with" doesn’t fit. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR18]You stated this above with the "potential" sentence. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR19]I suggest this placement because without it, the verb that carries is "staring," and she isn't "staring down his torso and across his arms." 
 
  
 
   
    [DR20]Or you could say "She said nothing because shamblebrasses couldn't speak." Or you could use a semicolon after "nothing." 
 
  
 
   
    [DR21]This is to prevent a run-on sentence. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR22]The original read that Lortly was also forcing Viktor to cover his eyes, not that the gust of wind was what forced him to cover his eyes. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR23]Not only is this an awkward interjection, but it's kind of obvious that Viktor would be able to see the hand from this angle in order for him to think the chair wasn't empty. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR24]To prevent readers from thinking like I did--that he was holding an actual flute. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR25]If you want to do it without the comma, make it "Nikolas had he raised his head" 
 
  
 
   
    [DR26]This is repetitive of the latter part of the sentence. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR27]I'm assuming that this is capitalized because Oxtensteinian Army is capitalized and you're wanting this to remain as a proper noun in relation.  
 
  
 
   
    [DR28]CMOS states that the medals and awards are capitalized, but not italicized.  
 
  
 
   
    [DR29]This is to show that her sob broke through her dialogue. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR30]This causes doubt that it was actually just a Monday. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR31]When the entire month, day, year is mentioned, the numbers are expressed as cardinal numbers like this; when only the day is mentioned without the month and year, it is expressed as an ordinal number (twenty-fourth). 
 
  
 
   
    [DR32]Because if she's quoting Viktor saying this, then he would be saying "MY fair cut" which would mean the cut was HIS. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR33]Typically, words from other languages are italicized in novels. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR34]This is to avoid the repetition of "having"  
 
  
 
   
    [DR35]I remember reading this three times the first draft before I understood it. The italicization threw me off.  
 
  
 
   
    [DR36]This period goes outside the apostrophe because the word "thievin" is substituting the apostrophe for a letter, so it would be like saying: Shor,'t  
 
  
 
   
    [DR37]Not only is this a run-on sentence, but Cuff couldn’t possibly know how Viktor was feeling or what he was resisting. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR38]was that means you're not directly quoting what they said, whereas was followed by quoted dialogue says "this is a direct quote." 
 
  
 
   
    [DR39]To avoid repetition. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR40]This isn't needed. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR41]I think by adding this it will alleviate the confusion of the sentence before it that I queried about. Now that I understand what you meant, it's really not confusing at all. But I believe the conjunction should be here regardless. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR42]Maybe and might are synonymous here, so there's no need for both. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR43]The "periodically submerged" combated with the "torrent" in a confusing tug-of-war of the verbs. You don't need this one here, so I suggested omitting it.  
 
  
 
   
    [DR44]Unless it's cracking at this moment as well. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR45]If this sentence had directly followed "something caught his eye," then it being an incomplete sentence would have been fine, but it doesn't.  
 
  
 
   
    [DR46]There's an extra space at the beginning here. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR47]A book title would either use cardinal numbers or roman numerals to express dates, volumes, etc. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR48]I was tripped up by this one undecided which was better: the comma or the period. The comma is wrong, technically, but when read aloud, there seemed to be a natural break after "before," hence the period. I think the sentences being combined by commas also weakens the impact of the last sentence; the direness of the situation comes to light when that last sentence is highlighted on its own.  
 
  
 
   
    [DR49]I deleted the latter half for two reasons: 1) How would one spin TO infinity seeing it's a measure that can never fully be reached ; 2) You said it was twisting at a rapid pace, but then here say the fingers are moving it slowly. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR50]Clacker is a noun that means to babble or chatter. I think clack, which means "to make abrupt striking noises" is what you're going for here. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR51]I chose the exclamation point instead of the question mark here because he's not really asking, he's more expressing that he's taken aback by the floating head. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR52]"Nailed into" makes it read like the corpse itself was nailed into the box, not that the box was nailed around it.  
 
  
 
   
    [DR53]Even with the last word being italicized, you can still combine these and just keep it styled this way. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR54]Now, I hope you know in real life this isn't true. Just as Christ gave His life at Calvary on the cross, we also give our lives either to God or the Devil. Luke 10:19 says he has no power over us, and therefore cannot take from us what is freely given by God.  
 
  
 
   
    [DR55]This is assuming you're using the dictionary definition of afoul, which is tangled. Tangled in the darker parts of the world. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR56]You can turn this into numbers: 99.99% 
 
  
 
   
    [DR57]I normally suggest removing "of" here, but I think it sounds better with it. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR58]There's an extra space here. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR59]"And now" is followed by a comma as an introductory clause, but I don't think you want a comma here. It reads more naturally without a pause. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR60]"Not only" is completed by "but…"  
 
  
 
   
    [DR61]I read the sentence five times, and it's right here that it slows down and the meaning is almost lost. The second time I read it, it was because I'd lost the meaning, and the third time I read it, I realized this is why. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR62]This part is confusing without some reference as to what he's managing to do.  
 
  
 
   
    [DR63]Unless you're trying to say the stone bounced off Viktor's tunic AS he's stepping in front of Heun. That these actions happened simultaneously. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR64]I suggested "swerving" here instead because I deleted it on the previous page, and it'll help prevent "ducking" from being repeated in the same action. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR65]Getting right to the comparison reads more concisely. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR66]I suggested this divide because I don't think you meant to say that Viktor's skin being scraped off was "fortunate." 
 
  
 
   
    [DR67]The first part of the sentence is about Viktor making verbal noise in response to his pain. The last part is about him being incapable of physically responding due to the pain. They're best when separated. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR68]This latter part of the sentence is lengthy, and it doesn't have to be because this part isn't really necessary. The connection is getting Viktor to leave and it being clear that it wasn't Nort who had wanted him there to begin with. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR69]Or "the urge to be violent" 
 
  
 
   
    [DR70]To avoid the repetition of "here" in this sentence. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR71]Thigh-high is when something comes from below up toward the thigh. But a kimono goes down TO her thigh.  
 
  
 
   
    [DR72]Not only is this wordy, but the use of thigh-long tells us already that her legs are showing. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR73]This period allows readers to be engaged with the pause she took when losing her balance instead of it just being that she lost her balance and then got right back to it. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR74]Having this at the end feels detached and when I was reading the sentence, it felt more random than completing. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR75]Because this last part about being forced and tying intestines is so lengthy, I suggest breaking it up to keep it from running on too long with the introduction to the paragraph. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR76]You can use a comma here because that's how it sounds when read aloud. If you want "I swear" to be its own sentence, just change the comma to a period. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR77]I don't normally add a comma after "so" because it usually reads like there isn't one, but here, I believe there should be. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR78]This is to prevent a run-on sentence. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR79]I suggested this change because the time that's being spoken of is "between" two askings, not an intermediate level of extremes.  
 
  
 
   
    [DR80]The ellipsis already tells us this. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR81]This is a reiteration of the point you've been making in the page as a whole. Without it, the "Nordlings seem to want combat" becomes detached from the beginning of the sentence. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR82]This distracts from the connection between "asking" and what they're asking "the Baron's ability to keep a firm grip." 
 
  
 
   
    [DR83]Without "assassin," aren't you referring to the entire Laughing Tomb guild?  
 
  
 
   
    [DR84]The original phrasing made it sound like the teeth were the only thing on the green field, and there was confusion with the usages of "yellow." 
 
  
 
   
    [DR85]Because the last sentence of the paragraph is lengthy in a way that doesn't need to be cut, I suggest dividing this into two sentences so it doesn't read like a run-on. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR86]Having this at the end of the sentence took too long to get to, and it's hard to hold onto the part it connects with earlier in the sentence, so I just combined them so you didn't have to lose any words. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR87]The original phrasing suggested that Stendeval's movement was what offered the nod. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR88]The comma suggests that "and only if necessary" is separate from the aspects of Stendeval's role, which it isn't. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR89]The wood chips part confuses with the silk because it only paints the image of the sharpness. But even then, chewing on wood chips creates a crunchy image, not a "sharp" image like chewing on razor blades, you know?  
 
  
 
   
    [DR90]Because you haven't called him "Vik" in the running text for 2.5 books now, doing so here makes the name look incomplete, like you forgot to type out the rest.  
 
  
 
   
    [DR91]Or you can spice it up, but she wouldn't have said that entire paragraph as a cough into her hand.  
 
  
 
   
    [DR92]Because the em dashes are outside the quotation marks, this is a continuation of the first part of the dialogue, and therefore shouldn't be capitalized. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR93]Because you mention the group in the first part "they were all," it seems odd that Tika is the only one mentioned in the paragraph. Making this a new paragraph means she is the subject of the new paragraph, therefore not the only one isolated or mentioned out of the whole of them. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR94]This wording is too close to what is mentioned earlier in the sentence "stupid enough to write it down." 
 
  
 
   
    [DR95]Being specific here will help with clarification because it's been a moment since this term was mentioned.  
 
  
 
   
    [DR96]"far underground" does a sufficient enough job explaining this. Adding this on top of it reads like reiteration or excessiveness. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR97]This is repetitive and serves no purpose. It's best to delete it. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR98]"or whatever" is a statement of unspecific understanding, so you don't need the question mark. If anything, it'll convince readers they missed where a question in the dialogue had been inserted.  
 
  
 
   
    [DR99]This is best used later in the sentence to tie this point up than here where readers have to hang onto it through the next two points Viktor makes. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR100]"Impact" means "to strike forcefully." So to say "to forcefully strike against the table" is wordy whereas saying "to forcefully strike the table" is concise. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR101]You already had him fidgeting two paragraphs ago. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR102]This is to prevent so many clauses stuck together by the conjunction "and." 
 
  
 
   
    [DR103]To prevent from the start of this paragraph matching the "And yet" of the previous paragraph. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR104]Dirtier was only used to describe their uniforms in the previous paragraph, and if it means something else here, the rest of the sentence doesn't explain what.  
 
  
 
   
    [DR105]Anymore is correct as one word, in spite of Word says. "Anymore" means any longer, so plus any longer into the sentence and the meaning doesn't change. It is correct. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR106]The fact that Black Scrawl is for Blackclads means other Blackclads should be able to read it, so you don't need to include this. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR107]Because where else do you wear a hood?  
 
  
 
   
    [DR108]This suggestion is to avoid the repetition of "had grown." 
 
  
 
   
    [DR109]This is irrelevant to this point, and it interrupts the connection between the addict likely to die soon and the manifestations of that death date. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR110]The sentence is wordy and you don't need this. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR111]You have "the sound of whirring gears" to prove its audible, so you don't need this. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR112]Because "moved over it" and "covering it" are the same action, so you only need one. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR113]It can't be "made" because he never made it down to the church. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR114]Is this what you meant? How else would the stones be moving?  
 
  
 
   
    [DR115]This is just unnecessarily wordy. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR116]Considering the focus is the loyalty, this is best omitted. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR117]Just bringing this to your attention should it need to be capitalized and I misunderstood. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR118]This is just flowery wording that's weighing the sentence down. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR119]Because you've got flesh involved, I think snapping (like a rubber band) is a better auditory representation here. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR120]I know British English doesn't like double punctuation, and there's honestly no way to do it properly here, but "bout" is like this: 'bout. 
 
      
 
    Because it's a shortened form for "about." 
 
  
 
   
    [DR121]The original phrasing left us awaiting a name of the person who had given him crap. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR122]"Peril" means "danger," which doesn't really make sense in this sentence. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR123]I think keeping this like Thieves' Guild will reduce confusion. Even when you use it singularly as Sawbones, the possessive would still be sawbones' not sawbone's.   
 
  
 
   
    [DR124]You could even join these two by a semicolon if you wanted to. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR125]This is to avoid the direct repetition of "he found himself." 
 
  
 
   
    [DR126]The risk, essentially, is getting caught, so this says the same thing as "chance." 
 
  
 
   
    [DR127]This suggestion is to reduce wordiness. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR128]This at the end was awkward. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR129]I suggested this to tie in how Zem's men were relevant to the fungus.  
 
  
 
   
    [DR130]Considering there are no skirmishes or men mentioned, this is kind of self-explanatory. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR131]You've reiterated twice already that he's bald, so you don't need to include it here too. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR132]I suggest this to show it's slang instead of Myes, which might be mistaken for a name or unknown slang. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR133]Lest readers be confused by how he's looking at the aura (as it's the last noun for reference before this). 
 
  
 
   
    [DR134]This insinuates that he has some time for Lym's excessiveness, which knowing Viktor, that doesn't seem accurate. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR135]This references only the patting of the scalp, but I think you want to grasp at every way he's touching her. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR136]Just to avoid "way" and "away" from sound repetitive in this sentence. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR137]The true sentence is "made with decent quality [materials]" so "with" is the right word to use.  
 
  
 
   
    [DR138]To prevent the repetition of consider in this manner not but two paragraphs later. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR139]Considering "catatonic" means characterized by a lack of movement, activity or expression, it means the same thing as unresponsive here. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR140]I agree with you that this doesn't need to be hyphenated. If the word "sound" came after this, I'd change it, but it's fine this way. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR141]Without "from," the implication is that Mulkin is the one under the hood. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR142]I suggested the disconnect because these two sentences are unrelated to one another. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR143]This draws away the comparison between End and furniture, drawing readers to realize how much broken furniture gets discarded. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR144]"a cough in his sleeve" suggests that the sleeve is where the cough originated from, not where it was directed to. We could have said "into his sleeve," but that would have been repetitive. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR145]There's an extra space here. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR146]To avoid the repetition of the word "split." 
 
  
 
   
    [DR147]She was commanded by Henrard to allow Viktor to view up close, so she technically was asked, just indirectly. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR148]This allows for the counter of pulling the pixie out to occur without repetition of "out." 
 
  
 
   
    [DR149]This is to prevent "watching disgusting" to be read with the same suffix. It sounds clunky. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR150]The "boy" part makes it sound like Kolk is the one talking here when it's actually Viktor. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR151]To prevent the repetition of the word "large." 
 
  
 
   
    [DR152]Because they weren't ground "towards" their death or doom, but to it, yeah? 
 
  
 
   
    [DR153]Read it aloud with this emphasis. It sounds forced.  
 
  
 
   
    [DR154]To prevent repetition. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR155]This is irrelevant to this paragraph that's focused on the number of people involved, not the reputation of the guild itself. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR156]To prevent the repetition of the word "books." 
 
  
 
   
    [DR157]Export means to carry or send.  
 
  
 
   
    [DR158]So "one" doesn't get mistaken for the lights. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR159]To prevent repetition. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR160]While it is CMOS rule that only the title of the work should be italicized, I left this because you mentioned that the titles were purposely written in italics that were illegible to someone outside the know.  
 
  
 
   
    [DR161]There was an extra space here. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR162]Because ice doesn't really settle, and this could imply that it's melting, if anything.  
 
  
 
   
    [DR163]This implies that the scalpel was bloody when it split the goblin open, not that it was bloody because it split the goblin open. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR164]It was confusing why this was included in the middle of the paragraph, but it was to get to the point that the nose gave away that it wasn't a hobgoblin. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR165]Fell means to knock down, but that doesn't make sense here. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR166]"Seemed" leaves room for doubt or suspicion that she isn't. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR167]It can't be "into" because Viktor had already lifted her into the air. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR168]Considering it's a matter of seconds and the previous sentence moves right into this one, this is unnecessary. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR169]Considering they're still in her office, there's no need to mention this. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR170]To prevent repetition. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR171]To prevent repetition. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR172]You mentioned this at the end of the paragraph above. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR173]To prevent repetition. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR174]I didn't add a comma after this because this is a list of less than three actions.  
 
  
 
   
    [DR175]There's been a lot of dark looks and smiles the last couple of chapters. 
 
  
 
   
    [DR176]The phrasing of this is like he's swinging the axe over his shoulder behind himself hoping he'll hit something. Think about when you look over your shoulder. You're looking behind you, right? That's what this will mean, too, for his axe.  
 
  
 
   
    [DR177]It's not fours anymore, is it?  
 
  
 
   
    [DR178]To avoid the repetition of them being "poor." 
 
  
 
   
    [DR179]I'm honestly not sure what this is doing here. What does Stimlyf's curiosity have to do with Dave the Demon? 
 
  
 
   
    [DR180]To prevent a run-on sentence. 
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