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Dedication

— ◆ —


For Ron, who made a bet with me over a pool table, I am finally paying up. For my brother Jay, for too much to mention and because I am still jumping. And for my son Aidan, who is my inspiration and support and has taught me about love, life, and laughter.






A Note on the Collection

— ◆ —

This edition brings together the four revised books of the Steampunk Cycle: Ætheric Elements, Croaker Norge Case Files, The Tridington Birthright, and The Trio of Travelers Tales.

The four books contain forty-four story placements representing thirty-four distinct tales. Ten stories repeat intentionally because the same event serves a different character arc, mystery trail, or historical record in another book. The shared story body is identical at every placement; only book-specific archive frames, case notes, handoffs, and codas remain outside that canonical text.

The books are presented in series order rather than collapsed into one deduplicated chronology. Ætheric Elements establishes the world and its surviving records. Croaker Norge Case Files follows complete mysteries linked by a larger adversary. The Tridington Birthright turns inheritance into investigation and chosen responsibility. The Trio of Travelers Tales carries the device, Marques Brunbach, Bolton, Suykimo, and Jack Tucker threads into their most direct confrontation.

The revised Cycle adds four complete connecting cases and adventures: “The Pursuit of the Painted Director,” “The Silent Embassy,” “A Favor Between Friends,” and “The Station Between Seconds.” They are not padding; each closes a structural gap in the larger arc.




BOOK ONE

ÆTHERIC ELEMENTS

The Rise of a Steampunk Reality

— ◆ —

Nineteen records arranged by chronology and consequence. Stories that also appear in the character collections retain Ætheric-specific frames and Archive Hand-offs, while their shared story bodies remain canonical and identical.

“The right word can mean the world.”

— Travis I. Sivart




What Is New Is Old Again

◆

PROLOGUE • PRIMARY TRAVERSE LINE • YEAR 6526

A private conversation aboard an eastbound train. This tale deliberately stands outside the chronological sequence that follows.

I had intended to take the railplane. It was faster than the train and far more fashionable, suspended beneath its rail with a propeller large enough to frighten livestock. But it did not run the full distance from Van Tinsvelete to New Philton, and a zeppelin would cost more time, more money, and several hours among society elitists. So I settled for steam, rails, and anonymity.

I left my pistol and heavier gear in my private compartment, but kept the wrist bracer whose dials measured temperature, direction, and time. My red-brown leather duster hung open, and the hat I had discovered in Southern Gallix two years earlier—in 6524—tilted low over my eyes. Teuroneans had mocked it as a woman’s style from a play called Fedora. North Mirron had not yet learned to care.

At Shy Falls, in the Dasism Territory, gold-seekers and homesteaders crowded aboard. An elderly woman and her grandson needed my seat more than I did, so I surrendered it and escaped toward the dining car while men in heavy coats sweated beside women negotiating bustles and narrow benches.

The dining car offered mahogany, polished brass, crystal shades, and blessed space. Turbines linked to the wheels powered the electric lamps, while captured steam heated water and warmed the cars. Ingenious, useful, and almost invisible—the best sort of engineering.

I chose a table instead of the exposed bar, filled my pipe, and used the small lighter I preferred not to explain. The rhythm of the rails had nearly carried me into solitude when a shadow stopped beside my chair and a hand indicated the empty seat across from me.

“Mind if I join you?” asked a man with a faint Midwestern accent. I looked up at him for a brief moment, then glanced at the other dozen empty tables lining the wall. “You are smoking,” he said. “I plan to smoke as well. There is something about the ‘Brotherhood of the Leaf’ that makes me want to sit with someone who also enjoys the pleasures of a nice smoke. Besides, I know you won’t complain about the smoke, and others are less likely to complain if we are both smoking.” He shrugged.

I gestured to the other chair, gave a similar shrug, and puffed on my pipe as he set down a sketchpad and charcoal pencil and settled into his seat. I studied the man sitting across from me. The first thing I noticed was his wild hair. It had a loose curl and was neither slicked back nor trimmed short, but free. It was salt-and-pepper, and I knew it would turn a wonderful white in time. His moustache followed suit and was a bushy affair that grew below the sides of his mouth, though the rest of his face was clean-shaven. That face was lined with character that spoke of a life lived to the fullest, and I could see creases from frequent smiles as well as worry. He was about ten years older than me. From the pocket of his white jacket—neatly worn, but neither crisply pressed nor shabby—he drew a cigar and lit it from the short candle in the crystal glass on the table. He leaned back and blew out a long stream of dirty gray smoke. We sat in silence, and I returned to watching the shadowy landscape.

“It is a mystery of life,” he said, breaking my cogitation. I looked at him, eyebrow raised. He had a good voice, the kind that told good stories and made me want to listen, at least for a little while. “Can one man change the world?”

“Well, it depends how you mean that.” My brow crinkled as I attempted to reason where his question had come from. I had done many things and had opinions on his exact question. I did not assume he knew me or where I had been, but I have a weakness for the great questions of life, and when someone opens a conversation with something close to one, I cannot resist but to explore their thoughts.

“Forgive me, my name is Samuel,” he said, extending his hand, his drawl very pronounced at that moment.

“Jack,” I said, accepting his hand. His grip was warm and friendly, and lingered for a moment of rare human contact. It spoke of a man looking for answers.

“I just lost a dear friend and am returning home to Quarry Farm in the Empire from his funeral. As such events do, the loss has left me contemplative,” he continued. I nodded, waiting for him to go on. “I think about the deeds of my friend and the people he left behind, and it is only natural, as humans are selfish creatures, that thoughts turn to my own mortality.”

“I am sorry to hear of your loss.” I offered the conventional words of sympathy, unable to think of anything better. After a moment, I added, “Tell me about your friend.”

“He was a man, like any other. He faced his challenges in life, perhaps better than most. We are very different men. He had his adventures when he was young; I had mine when I was a bit older. He wasn’t much older than me though, a mere decade. We did have some things in common; we are both family men. My third daughter just turned four this summer, in Surem. His children are all grown and he is enjoying his grandchildren.”

“You said he passed? You speak as if he is still alive.”

“Isn’t he?” He drew from his cigar, looking for a moment at the ash at the end. Waving the waiter to the table, he ordered a whiskey. “I will explain. He lives on in his deeds, his actions, and his legacy. Don’t we all? Some men strive for greatness and become notable men in history, and we live in an era where history is being formed as we speak. Now, I don’t think my friend will ever grace a history book, but I don’t doubt his mark has been left. He was a forward thinking man and educated. He attended some University and had a military career. But I think he was best educated through his own efforts. But I do not think that is what makes a man.” He drew on his cigar again and sipped at his drink, which had just arrived. “Do you believe in time travel?”

His question surprised me and it must have shown on my face. I fancy myself to have a good poker face, but some things slip past.

“Pardon me?” I asked.

“The ability to travel, not just through space, but also through time. Science has made many great leaps in the past few decades, and I think this is possible. And I think you do also. I noticed your fancy gadgets, also the odd colored mud that dried on those boots. That is not from anywhere near here, and I doubt it would stay on you for long enough for you to have traveled from someplace that has such soil.”

“A bit of mud and a few brass trinkets do not a time traveler make,” I said as I fumbled with my lighter, lighting my pipe again which had gone out.

“Oh, I agree. But your accent, your mode of speech, your mannerisms, and your singular reaction to my question makes me think there is more to you than you let on. Not to mention that unique tool with which you light your pipe.”

“I am thunderstruck, sir.”

“I think you are, but your eyes say I am not completely incorrect either. You see I have traveled three continents, piloted riverboats, and met many people. But none like you. That is why I sat here. Now, do not be querulous. I have no intention of exposing you, and perhaps I only want to believe it because of my current state of introspection. But I will have you know I am a Freemason, a member of the secret society Scroll and Key, and a member of the recently formed Society of Psychical Research. I even foresaw my own brother’s death in a steamboat explosion a month before the event occurred.”

He said all this louder than the rest of our conversation and I looked around to see if anyone had overheard. The room had grown quiet. As I looked around everyone began speaking again, and quite purposefully not looking in our direction. He laughed kindly.

“You see?” he asked. “They look away. They will not bother us. We are two eccentrics having a discussion in our cups. But I think perhaps you may have answers for me. I have a friend, Nikola, who does wonderful research. He made electric lights and many other tools available through his works, and he and I often discuss the very real possibility of time travel. He even works on a machine to make it possible.” I stared at him and tamped my pipe, puffing to make sure it didn’t go out. I sipped my brandy and sized him up.

“I don’t believe time exists except in the mind,” I said, thinking I would shock him. He nodded and leaned back in his seat, waiting. “Time, like any measurement, was created by humans to explain our world and our surroundings so we could better understand them. But when you define things, you limit them, and that allows the impossible to exist. Without such definitions, nothing would be impossible. Scientists who ignore such parameters are the ones who prove that the impossible does not exist; it is merely the undiscovered.”

“Radical thinking. I am a very forward thinker also. I believe everyone should be allowed to have an education and an opinion. I support Women’s Suffrage, Abolition, and Emancipation. But these are mundane conflicts compared to what you suggest.” He paused. “I am still trying to fathom the full implications of what you are suggesting. If these things do not exist, except in our minds, what does that say for the rest of the physical world? Even our own bodies?”

“They are a form of definition also.”

“So what is real?”

“Our minds. Perhaps our spirits, our souls.”

“Do you believe in God, sir?” he asked, his eyes piercing me and I knew this question was a test.

“He is a measurement also. And by defining something like God, we limit it. Don’t you think?”

He drew from his cigar and stared out the window for long minutes. His face went calm and the lines upon it went smooth. I could see him savoring the thought like the whiskey and cigar he held in his hands, considering it. He threw back the last of his drink and waved for another drink for both of us. We sat in silence as the waiter brought us our drinks and left.

“Perhaps, Jack, but if we do not believe in God and the rewards and punishments that come with that faith, would we not turn to evil ways?” he asked.

“Did you attend a college?” I asked and he shook his head.

“I educated myself in public libraries and through life.”

“Yet you still learned without an institution. Religion is a fine institution, but it is not the only way to learn how to be good and moral. It is a way for others to control what you learn though, and how you think.”

“I must agree. I often speak of how many evils have come from religious efforts: wars, theft, the killing of whole peoples, and the destruction of whole civilizations over a disagreement about the definition of gods!” His eyes went wide. “Jiminy Whiskers! There is that word again: definition. You have made me use it, enforcing your point. Well done.” He laughed, a heartfelt sound from deep inside. Then he asked, almost to himself, “What are you saying, though? How does this relate to my original topic of my friend?”

“I don’t know. I don’t even know if this relates at all.”

“Of course it does! That is why I was drawn to you. If time does not exist, except as a human concept, then he lives on. Forever, if you believe in time outside of time in the mind. Things come around again and again,” he went on, now becoming passionate. “DaVinci thought of many things including submersible crafts and of flight, and now we have zeppelins and are developing flying machines, or so I have heard. My friend was part of the Air Corps you see, and my other friend Nikola says that with steam and electric we should be able to create machines that fly without a balloon attached. So what is old is new again. It is reborn with the spirit and defined by the mind.”

Beyond the glass, the telegraph wires began to sing in the wind: four descending notes, too regular to be chance. The needles on my bracer trembled. I had heard that sequence at doors older than any railway, but Samuel was still speaking, and I chose—for once—to remain in the moment.

We talked for many hours, about many things that night. I think he realized that no one is ever truly lost to us even if we no longer have them in our life. We all have a legacy; some are just more public than others. We all touch many lives and a simple touch is enough to change the world. He spoke of a world, places, and people I had not been a part of in a long time, but made me miss it and want to return for a visit. I don’t know how he arrived on that train, but I am grateful he did. We never met again, but as we shook hands to part ways he left me with a parting thought.

“Perhaps I will write about you one day. A man that comes to a different place, a different time, with different ideas. And we will both have a legacy that others remember.”

ARCHIVE HANDOFF As the train continued east, its wires carried a four-note harmonic that Jack had heard at older doors. The oldest surviving record of that sound follows.




Discovery

◆

DEEP PAST • WORLD-LINE UNCONFIRMED • EXPEDITION REPORT

Placed here because its portal technology leaves the oldest known harmonic trace in the Cycle. The report preserves its author’s prejudices as evidence, not endorsement.

Do you have any idea how long an octopus can live? Never mind. I will come to that. Allow me to submit my report for this expedition. It may read like history in places, because I do not know who will find it once I am gone, and completeness now matters more than protocol.

Our society was in a new age of science and discovery. The world was a shining object of hope, and every country reaped the benefit of advances in technology. Food was abundant, and the energy was clean and no longer polluted our environment as it had in the ages before. The wars and clashes that the different races once fought had also disappeared, as it became clear we no longer needed to compete for anything. Steam, sun, water, and magnetics were now the primary power sources. They were renewable and clean and gave off only natural byproducts that were absorbed into the environment with ease.

We flew through the skies in machines powered by our new resources. We began exploring the places which we could never reach before. We considered building machines that could escape the planet’s atmosphere. Then we learned what happened when magnetics met harmonics. Portals. Every stable opening announced itself with four descending notes, a resonance our instruments recorded but never explained. We had discovered how to journey to anywhere in the world by natural means in just seconds. Miniature holes in space which we could travel through, and they dissipated as easily and as cleanly as the steam that powered the ships and trains that traveled along the surface of the sea and land. We wanted more though, we wanted to go further. So we sought to extend our reach. Some wanted to travel to the moon, or even other planets. I was brought on as an explorer, scientist, and archaeologist in the most far reaching of the programs. I would travel through time and space. This was different from traveling to planets, because these were places that normal telescopes could not see, though they did invent ways to peek into these other places.

The program had been active for a dozen years before we found other atmospheres compatible to what we need to survive, and I was chosen to be a member of the crew for the first exploration of a new world. Being the first to explore a whole new ecosphere was exciting. The scientific expedition consisted of three dozen others and me. We had the most advanced gear designed, much of it developed for this mission. Equipment to record the solar, magnetic, and other energy radiations, and body suits to help us fly short distances and survive harsh climates. Depending on the level of the threat we had magnetic guns that interacted with the nervous system that could stun creatures by disrupting the electricity within a body, or light guns which dispersed molecules and disintegrated organic material.

The portal would not stay open long because of the natural disturbance it created. We also would not be able to communicate directly with our home. They could check on us using their dimension-scope and would open the portal so we could return when we gave the signal to do so. When they opened the dimensional doorway and we began our adventure, our gear was deposited in huge containers at the landing site. We followed and began setting up our permanent base. The containers became our shelters as we dispersed the gear inside, building our vehicles and sending out sensors. Natural resources were found as we traveled, and we expanded our research stations when possible.

This place had much briefer solar cycles than ours, five-eighths times shorter. The seasons here were incredibly intense, and many areas on the planet were so inhospitable with ice that we decided not to even attempt going there at this point. We traveled on the oceans most often, enjoying the freedom they allowed us for travel. Traveling on land was restrictive due to forests, mountains, deserts, and other obstacles. At least with water we could go deep in a storm, or float on top for study. Either method was fine for travel though.

Life was abundant here. We found thousands of species in the first few weeks, including what appeared to be ancestors of the terrors of our own oceans: sharks. Just like the beasts that we had hunted to extinction on our own planet, these were mindless, destructive beasts that lived only to eat. Within a month, we also found mammals in the ocean: whales and dolphins. Each species was of varying intelligence, but we attempted to open communication with each of them. The dolphins gave the most positive responses. Like similar species on our own world, they had not formed more than the most rudimentary societies because they had no way to manipulate tools except with their mouths. The ability to manipulate tools had given my species its advantage over the others. We even found species that were so close to ourselves that we could only conclude our two worlds had some connection lost in the distant past.

It wasn’t long before we encountered a somewhat intelligent land-dwelling native species. It was a primitive simian-like creature. We could see it had begun farming, using tools, building boats, wagons, structures, and using other animals for beasts of burden. There was much debate whether we should make contact, knowing the violent nature of primates in general. But the choice was taken from us. Our sensors went off moments before the rogue wave hit our research station. Not a real issue, our ship was built to handle such things. It rolled across the concentric circular walls and the drainage holes took care of the excess. Our gardens got a bit extra watering, which was fine because we only grew plants that were engineered to process the salty waters which we traveled, whether it was under or on top of the water.

When the wave subsided and the water drained, we found that a boat had been deposited in the third octant of our vessel. We had no choice except to help the creatures. We stayed in our exploration suits, feeling that they would protect us if the creatures suddenly turned violent. They were amazed and fascinated by us. They almost worshiped us. We moved their ship to the canals that were like spokes of the wheels of our vessel. Soon, they were on their way again. And that was the biggest mistake we ever made.

It was about a single cycle of this world when we next encountered these creatures again. It was a single ship, and it flew the same colors as we had seen on the previous ship we had rescued. We allowed them to come alongside us, and that was when they attacked. We were totally unprepared. They swarmed over us, and their purpose became apparent. They meant to disable our station. Dozens of other ships appeared, filling the horizon. They were like the horrid insects you found on land, distantly related to crustaceans such as lobsters and crabs, but with a hive-mind and swarm tendency.

In the creatures’ ignorance they triggered our defense systems. Without an objective being set, our automatic security targeted the beasts attacking us, and fired upon our own vessel. Explosions rocked us as more filthy primitive creatures joined the fray. We didn’t have enough time to do much except pull the plug. It was easy enough to sink our whole craft; it was part of the design and these creatures would drown. We floated to the bottom in a swaying manner, like a leaf falling from a tree. We took stock of the damage over the next few days. It was incredible how much destruction those ignorant savages wrought in such a short amount of time! Our ship was ruined. We had no navigation, propulsion, weapons, or power. Even the magnetic and solar reserves had been damaged and released, damaging our navigational and communication equipment and destroying them.

We had no choice; we had to leave with only what we could carry. We split up to cover more territory. We had to find our original landing site, deep on the ocean floor. Maybe we could send the signal and return home.

That was a long time ago. I have not seen many of my people, though I have seen their offspring. They must have mated with the native species to which we hypothesized we were related, because I can communicate with them. They have a similar pheromone dialect, as well as the innate electrical pulse code my species uses. Our descendants are not as intelligent or curious as we were, which may be a good thing. Because of the atmosphere here, they live drastically shorter lives—it does not nurture these mixed-breed offspring as our home world nurtured us. I see that their hatred and fear of the surface species has also been passed down. Some of the races grow to huge sizes, and I have heard tales of them attacking ships on the ocean surface. Most of us simply avoid them when we can. Other than that, our age-old war with sharks continues. My larger cousins still attack them on occasion.

In closing, I have lived for centuries of this world’s time and I have watched the savage surface simians grow in power and technology. I have seen them imitate our technology in art and science. They now explore the ocean depths freely, and I am concerned that they will soon find the home portal and gain the ability to travel as my species once did. I pray that they do not find my world, though it may be inevitable. As I said before, the two places seem to be connected in some way. I never did find our base camp, but I hope another did and made sure that the link was closed so that these monsters can never use our own portal against us. Even now, on the stillest nights, the buried mechanism answers the sea with those same four descending notes.

ARCHIVE HANDOFF The report’s buried doorway did not remain the only mechanism capable of crossing realities. The next record describes a civilization that reached across them by a more catastrophic route.




Final Entry

◆

THE FALL BEFORE THE DARK AGES • PROVENANCE UNCERTAIN • LAST JOURNAL ENTRY

Recovered without a reliable date or location. Its placement rests on the technological collapse it describes and the resonance it shares with older portal records.

One way or another, this will be the final entry in a journal of humanity’s fall. From the beginning I have chronicled the events since we found the actual Fountain of Youth. I shall now close this chapter in human history.

In the beginning, it was an amazing thing. It had astounding restorative and regenerative abilities. The men who found it hid it well, even sending out missions to continue to search for it centuries after it was found. Lesser wells were found, but none like this. It would be many centuries after the Fountain was found before science would finally discover the properties of this God Water. It could not heal the sick—it could merely enhance your current state and put it in a sort of stasis. That state had to be supported, though, and the ways some made sure they kept their youth created myths and stories that lasted millennia.

For hundreds of years they protected it, and as they continued to live they amassed wealth and power. They could not die and literally had all the time in the world. The way mortal men would play chess on a board, these men and women would play with the world as their plaything. They formed what became known as the Illuminati. They formed governments; they toppled kingdoms, all from the whim of men bored from centuries of time.

They could not get sick or be injured severely enough to kill them. Hunger would pain them; thirst would make their throats crack and bleed, but it was easy enough to bypass all that. They each found different ways. It seems that your nature decides how to replenish your body. I saw some men with dark souls—if I can even believe in souls any longer—who would feed on blood from the lesser species of man. I saw good men who replenished themselves with meditation and music.

In the 1300s, a faction broke away, wanting to gift this to the whole world. They sought to share the source with everyone, but were blocked by the men in power at the site. Instead, they turned to the era’s blend of science and magic: alchemy. Their attempt to duplicate the God Water was a disaster that created the pandemic now known as the Black Death.

They brought new people into the fold over time, expanding their secret society. They brought in the elite, the beautiful, the rich, and the artistic. Some of the new, younger initiates did not agree with the established rules, and rebelled. They ran. And they were hunted. It was called the Inquisition. It was during this period they realized they had no way to reverse it or remove people from eternal life.

When science began catching up in the late twentieth century and beyond, they began to uncover what it was that allowed them to live forever. They found it was a virus of sorts, but different from any other. It existed within each of them and linked them, but had mutated into a new and unique strain in each person. It wasn’t until quantum physics came into play that they realized the full extent of this symbiotic life within them. It spanned worlds and realities. Under load, every monitor registered the same four descending harmonic notes described in the oldest oceanic ruins. Some called it the God Virus and wanted to replicate it. They could not.

It started small, minor diseases which grew quickly out of control, until the virus would destroy other people’s immune systems and deliver that health to the men that began the research. It was like a worldwide vampire system, with home delivery by carrier pigeon made of microscopic creatures. Once again they realized their folly too late.

It wasn’t until the group split again, as it had done many times before, that things took a turn for the worse. The two groups bickered over who should have access to the Fountain of Youth. With the technology available, weapons were no longer personal, and wars were fought from afar. This one would not be any different. Politics, propaganda, and then the attack. It was a new weapon; it was not meant to hurt the huge protective structure, but instead to vaporize the God Water source. It did what it was meant to do, with unexpected results. The cloud that escaped from the ventilation system mutated again with the new radioactive elements introduced to it.

It traveled across the land, unseen and untrackable. It interacted with rain and electric storms. It was ingested by animals, plants, people, and machines. The machines became infected by the electricity in the air. Soon, life was changing. Humans became like animals, and vice versa. It was then that the governments began preemptive strikes and the machines rewrote their commands to suit their own newly born ideas.

I don’t know if humanity will survive, but the men that started it all did. Hours ago I threw the last shovelful of dirt on their metal casket at the foot of the unstable volcano. One large metal container the size of a back-yard shed and made from a reinforced trailer. All forty-two in one container, in the dark, forever. I leave them to their well-earned fate. And I will cross this broken, blasted, and diseased land hoping to find a new start for humanity. Or my final rest, though that may not be possible, because I once had a taste of forbidden fruit also and may now be doomed to wander forever, unable to die of thirst, hunger, or exposure. I shall live in this hell I helped create.

Anonymous

ARCHIVE HANDOFF After the fall, history narrowed into legend. Five centuries before the industrial tales, one manipulator learned how useful legends could be.




Puppetmaster

◆

APPROX. FIVE CENTURIES BEFORE THE INDUSTRIAL AGE • KINGDOM OF HUMBREY • NOVEL EXCERPT

An excerpt from The Downfall. Nomed’s bargains, the Talisman, and the Troöds shape dangers inherited by later eras.

He was almost always hidden from mortal eyes, but not this time. Many eyes sought him. He had many enemies; he reveled in that, delighting in the challenge. He thrived on the contest and rose to face any obstacle. It made him feel alive. He cherished anyone he drove to rage, despair, or, best of all, over the edge of sanity. Nomed loved what he did, which was why he was the best at manipulating and controlling people—his puppets.

The string quartet filled the room with the music of a dancing tune, light and airy under the domed ceiling that housed a dozen crystal chandeliers. Scented oils in the censers made the room smell like spring, even though autumn approached. Black- and white-clad servants carried silver trays laden with wines and brandies, food from all corners of the continent covered in savory sauces, and sweets swimming in syrups. The crowd spun to the music, graceful riots of color and jewels.

Ever one for dramatic flair, Nomed swirled his short cape and spun away from a maiden he had lured to the dance floor at the grandest ball of the season in the Kingdom of Humbrey. All thirteen noble houses attended, as well as every small-time hopeful in the realms. All eyes watched his graceful movements—some with envy, others with desire. He performed without thought what no other could do. The men watched with jealousy, and the women watched with lust. The charming man, whose movements could not quite be explained, was dressed simply compared to most of the men in the room. His cape was basic black; his breeches, tucked into polished black knee boots, were dark brown with gold buttons. His brown doublet lay open over an untied cream-colored blouse, showing more chest than was appropriate in a cultured gathering. As he danced without care, his pearly smile glinted in the thousand candles that lit the hall, his dark hair almost indigo and his eyes the deep blue of a stormy ocean. He smiled at man or woman, bowed to all, and startled, charmed, or confused everyone he touched.

Nomed knew what he did to people, and it made his grin grow, though he was careful that it did not become wolfish. He loved what he did, and no one could do it better. He moved from woman to woman and stopped to kiss the hand of an effeminate nobleman. The man’s face blushed under his powder as he fanned himself to keep from fainting. The aristocrat noticed a plain-sheathed dagger peeking from under the dashing man’s cloak as he spun away to dance with another woman. Men openly wore daggers, swords, and other showpieces, often covered with gems and jewels, but Nomed’s—with its utter lack of decoration—appeared sinister and dangerous.

Plucking a glass of wine from one tray and a spiced shrimp from another, Nomed moved into the night air, gliding onto a balcony with a rhythmic gait. Even his walk was a dance, and every movement drew people’s stares. Popping the shrimp into his mouth, he leaned against the wide marble railing, sipped his wine, and watched the crowd. He spotted a man in a small knot of the upper crust’s finest patrons. It was an older man, slightly round and graying at the temples, who carried a jeweled walking stick of the type men his age preferred instead of a rapier or other weapon. The noble stood talking with three others. Nomed grinned as he decided how to break into the conversation. He approached the group.

“Jaeken, I need to speak to you about matters of great urgency, the fate of the land is at stake,” Nomed interrupted the discussion of the day: the comet in the sky, the Talisman.

Jaeken paled, staring at the man who had appeared from the night shadows. The other men looked back and forth between Jaeken and the stranger. They shuffled and looked toward the well-lit ballroom.

Nomed stared at Jaeken, and reached out to run a finger across a line of pearls sewn onto the doublet of one of the other men. He turned his head to look at the nervous fop as the man jerked away. The dandy’s eyes locked on Nomed’s hand in a mix of fear and excitement.

“Dandelos, you should return to your manor to check on your wife, Myrian, who was not feeling well this eve.” Nomed’s sly grin hinted of forbidden knowledge.

The man turned and fled the balcony.

Nomed turned to another of the men. “Candol, perhaps you should go with him to protect your son, Kinvin’s, life when your friend finds him with his wife?”

With a cursory bow to the two remaining men, Candol also took his leave.

The third man began to excuse himself when Nomed interrupted, “Perhaps you should stay, Alixin. This concerns the church of Jonath also, and the horrors you bring upon others.”

The two remaining men were taken aback. This unknown man, who had appeared from nowhere and spouted information each of them thought to be private, now insulted the church. Neither noble was a stranger to confrontation. They drew a breath, stood up straight, and steeled themselves for the encounter.

Nomed smiled, knowing what was about to come next.

“Lord Jaeken, do you know this man?” The second man was dressed in a long gray robe and wore the symbol of Jonath, the God of Justice.

“No, Lord Father Alixin, I do not, but I do not like what he has implied of the church,” Lord Jaeken replied.

The men puffed up and tried to comfort each other with their own importance and indignation. Humans were predictable. But then again, so were plays, yet Nomed kept going to see them. The men began the inevitable barrage of questions.

“Who are you, and why have you come?” Lord Jaeken asked, turning to face Nomed.

“That’s really not important to you, Jaeken.” Nomed left the insult of the lack of the man’s title hanging in the air. “Something comes this way, and are you prepared?” Inserting himself between the two men, he took Jaeken and the priest by their elbows and guided them toward the railing. Both men, talking at the same time, sputtered the expected responses to deny what Nomed suggested.

“Gentlemen, stop,” Nomed said in a quiet but strong voice, pausing by the edge of the balcony overlooking the city and gesturing at the night sky. “Humbrey has stood for centuries as the gleaming example of knighthood and all things associated with it. Now, it is rotting from within. You both have seen it. Jaeken, you have two sons, Cyril and Cyrus, who were closer to one another than your own testicles are to each other, and now they have split. The lads that is, not your testicles. Dire times indeed. I would watch your testicles just to be safe.”

The Lord jerked as if slapped when his sons were mentioned.

“Alixin, you have been a priest for decades.” Nomed ignored the priest’s title as well. “You have hidden your affairs with married women, never been caught siring children with those women, and now you have used your God’s blessed gifts to do something horrible. You have created divisions between fathers and sons, and made brothers’ love and trust become a weapon to tear them apart.” Nomed watched the implication sink into Jaeken’s thoughts. Nomed knew part of what he insinuated was true, but often learned more by watching others mull over his intimations. It was fun watching others play with the thoughts in their heads, like watching a dog given a treat that tastes bad, but won’t spit it out.

“This Kingdom is in danger,” Nomed continued, “it is on the brink of destruction. The Talisman foreshadows many things to come, but some things can be stopped. I think you both have to consider the larger picture.”

“What is it you are getting at?” Lord Father Alixin jerked away from Nomed’s grasp.

“Alixin. Never has the church created such an atrocity as the monster you helped create from a loyal servant of Jonath, and the corruption that took seed from this abomination will lead to devastation across the land, great houses changing hands, and more than a few pregnant housemaids. Giving one man so much power is often dangerous, don’t you think? And think what would happen if certain people discovered what you had done.”

Nomed held the priest’s gaze before pointedly turning to the other man.

“Jaeken, you have sat back and let petty politics keep your lessers fighting over scraps, and in turn this has made you impotent.” Nomed smirked. “Well, not in all ways, but politically it has stopped you from moving forward with plans that would have protected your allies from losing valuable assets. How would they know that your aloofness and concern for minor nobles’ gains made them fall from grace and even fall prey to the schemes of the same men? What if someone heard about such things and let it slip to the right—I mean, wrong—people?”

This time Nomed held the Lord’s eyes before turning back to Alixin with raised eyebrows. The two men stared at the interloper, then glanced at one another, dropping their gaze when it met.

“But the two of you together, that would be a force to be reckoned with. You would cover all sides and contingencies, forcing others to follow just so they weren’t left behind. Your combined strength could move castles and counties.

“I know my craft well, and I love what I do. There is no one better at any craft than someone who loves the work they do. And, as you see, I love what I am doing here, which is bringing the two of you together to help the greater good and save each of you, this country, and even the whole continent a whole lot of trouble.”

“That’s enough,” Alixin said, his face clenched as if he had just suckled a lemon. “I think we see your point.”

“Yes.” Jaeken fiddled with his belt, straightening his gloves and jeweled dagger. “What would you suggest we do?”

“Jaeken, use your influence. Rouse the knights of each of the thirteen great houses. Look to the south. Alixin, rouse the church. What happened may not have been your, or the church’s fault. Much magic lies in Malvor, the city just south of Humbrey’s lands. It has been secretive for far too long. It is time it spills some of its secrets.” Nomed stopped and looked at each man. “Go now, no more arguments. It is urgent that this begins now, and the Changing Wheel will need time to grind out what it must.”

The men turned and left; Lord Father Alixin with haste and worry in his steps, Lord Jaeken much slower but with a steady determination. Nomed almost felt pity for him, but knew the sins of the father were the sins of the sons. Soon Jaeken would be able to worry about only one, either his sons or his sins, but not both. Nomed smiled, the shadows enveloping him so that people no longer noticed him, instead walking around where he stood without realizing they did so.

The celebration sparkled and spun in its drunken haze as the night went on. Chill night air enveloped Nomed as the scent of sweat and sour wine wafted from inside. He was considering reentering the fray of a festivity, when he felt another presence in the darkness; it stole his smile from him. It returned a moment later, as he thought of the fun he would have if he could manipulate the man behind him. Nomed turned and offered a wolfish grin.

“Duke Malvornick, how nice to see you again. It has been, what, twenty-five years or more since we have spoken, hasn’t it?” Nomed asked.

Duke Malvornick stepped forward, the shadows touching him, wavering. Sometimes they flowed to meet him, other times they emanated from him in waves. The Duke was powerfully built, decked out in the finest silks and jewels; his brown hair was in a meticulous wave, shining in the dim light. Other men moved in the curtain of shadows around the Duke, but Nomed saw through the façade that hid their true forms. The beings behind Duke Malvornick were akin to demonic jackals in human form, and they were hungry.

The Duke circled Nomed, forcing him to either turn to follow him, or allow him access to his back. Nomed grinned wider at the juvenile tactic and stood still, focusing instead on one of the entourage trailing after its master. The beast stopped and leaned against a pillar, confused but not wanting to show it. Nomed watched it, letting his smile fade into a tight-lipped glare. The beast shrunk back behind the pillar as Duke Malvornick completed his circuit of Nomed and stopped, blocking his view of the creature. Nomed stared through Malvornick, in the direction of his quarry.

“Ah, it is good to see that you know not to look into the eyes of your betters,” Duke Malvornick said, picking a non-existent piece of lint from his gem-studded doublet.

Nomed looked up into Duke Malvornick’s eyes, as if he had not noticed him before. In a tone of stating a simple fact, Nomed said, “I do not notice rats, curs, or whores whose services I do not plan to purchase either. When one’s ego precedes him, much as yours does, it is unnecessary to bother to see if you are preening or not. I was just thinking of you, and much like an upset stomach predicts stinking gas, here you are. How may I be of service to you, Your Worshipfulness?” He imitated and mocked the Duke’s superior tone.

“I see you are watching my pet. Do you desire it? Perhaps you miss the taste of the flesh that helped birth you?” Malvornick asked, as if Nomed had not spoken at all. “You remember what happened when you last crossed me, just a year ago, half-breed? All the people you were dealing with died. You wouldn’t want that again, would you?”

“My dearest Duke, I do recall that. But you wound me. They died at my hand. How many city blocks did I bring to an end for the sake of destroying your fun? How much of your time and resources were lost in that endeavor in the city of Everyway?” Nomed chuckled. “Those lives meant nothing to me; they were well worth the price to watch you choke on it, and yes, I did watch. Right from the little courtyard and assembly you keep, with your drug-bought sycophants and power-hungry lapdogs. I sat amongst them and even rubbed the belly of a few of your favorites, and now they roll over for me upon command.”

“Yes, you did destroy it, but I rebuilt it, and thanks to your actions, it is better hidden than I ever could have done myself. Once again, you were my pawn.” Malvornick smirked.

“Until someone informed the brave city guards who discovered it. Now Grenedal Dragonblood was born and Hue Blueaxe was reborn, and I have again shut down your plans to bring more vermin into this world. Now, we can go back and forth on this for hours, days even, but I do not have the time nor interest in wasting time on offal such as you. If you have a point, please come to it; otherwise, please expire.” Nomed turned and sauntered toward the pillar that hid his earlier quarry.

“You would be smart not to turn your back on me, half-breed!” Malvornick growled, his silk gauntlets turning a swirling metallic gold and silver as spikes grew from them. “I can destroy you whenever I feel the urge.”

“Then do so, Malvornick, or go away. I doubt you want to harm your image here in Humbrey, though. You may be able to destroy many people, but could you handle the whole righteous Kingdom at once?” Nomed turned and considered Malvornick with a bland stare.

“They would destroy you if they knew what you are. Without hesitation, they would end your miserable little existence.” Malvornick turned on his heel and began walking into the lit interior of the ballroom.

“Perhaps so, Duke, and perhaps one day it will happen, but today is not the day. Your plans would spoil if you moved to take action against me now. Ever wonder how much I know of those plans, Duke?” Nomed asked to the Duke’s back as he left earshot.

The next morning, more than a dozen men, women, and children were found dead in the streets of the capital of Humbrey. They had been violated and torn apart, many found partially eaten by teeth that did not belong to any animal. The authorities could not find any witnesses or survivors. One death they did not discover was in the rooms of Duke Malvornick. One of his entourage was found dead of natural causes, odd for a creature that could not die in a natural way. The only mark was a smiley face traced on its left buttock with a grease pencil left planted in the creature’s arse.

Three days later and hundreds of kilometers south of Humbrey, Nomed waited underneath the city of Everyway for a man. He knew the man—if that is what you wanted to call him—would be coming. Nomed’s spies and magics had warned him well in advance. The tunnels under the city were cool and humid from the runoff of rainwater. Odd echoes often led anyone unfortunate enough to get lost in the forgotten halls to their doom.

A rat scurried along the edge of the room, watching the large man on the gray stone dais. He was as still as the stone itself, but something emanated from him that made the scavenger keep its distance. The man stared down the long square hall in front of his seat, and watched it fill with the shadow of the one for whom he had been waiting to arrive.

Nomed leaned forward and looked closer at the man in front of him. The new arrival’s skin was gray, a definite change since last time they had seen each other. The extra foot of height was even more defining. The man had shown surprising resourcefulness in finding Nomed, something even the most powerful people in Everyway could not do. The guest smelled of powerful magics, and of something more ancient and dangerous.

“Nomed, I didn’t seek you out to banter or have some sort of competition of ego or wit,” Grenedal Dragonblood said, striding into the room. He stopped three paces from the other man.

“Fair enough. I am in no mood for that anyway,” the demon-kin said with a wave of his hand. “So where are your wings? I heard a rumor that you have wings now and that you fly over fields and steal sheep for snacks. You aren’t going to cough up some horrid, bloody cotton ball, are you?” Nomed grinned.

“The priest named Cyril, whom you sought,” Grenedal said, ignoring the other man’s taunting. “I have found him. He is going to his God’s ultimate temple. I think others may know about this, too.”

Nomed cocked his head, his smile slipping into a look of boredom. “Why should I give a hairy nut’s handy damn about some priest?” Nomed sighed. “The other-worldly blood in me veritably boils to think of any do-gooder priest.”

“Don’t play games, or if you must, at least wait until I have left to play with yourself. Great evil spills from the comet, Talisman. Unnatural things come to the lands, and though the people fight it, they need leaders to stop them from squabbling amongst themselves and powerful allies to help them in the coming war. No matter what happens, good or bad, it is guaranteed to change the face of the land.”

“I know what it means. Is your tongue becoming forked too? I see your skin is etched; are those scales?” Nomed asked and the man, giving a frustrated sigh, turned to leave when Nomed spoke again. “Spend any more time strapped to huge machines that drain magic, Grenedal Dragonblood? You were just a man before that, weren’t you? I am just curious if your change is accelerating on its own, or if you have had more of the treatment that activated your heritage in the first place. Your dragon heritage. It must have been a hell of a woodpile to hide that relative in it.”

The visitor turned back to Nomed, his cloak rustling and bulging. Nomed smiled a charming grin; glad finally to get a rise from this man who could track him down when no one else could. Grenedal raised a clawed hand and pointed at Nomed.

“You know about that machine? What else do you know of it? What did you have to do with that?”

“Nothing. I know there are others like it in the city, hidden in sewers and basements. I had nothing to do with it, though, except being the cause of its existence. It was made by the Troöds to drain people of enough magic to draw demons to this plane and blend them with people, like bait in a rattrap. It is nice that you and your friends broke it; I really don’t want my kin showing up and ruining my fun. It seems that the frisky little bastards who dreamed up this scheme are still out there though,” Nomed said, leaning forward in his armchair.

“No.” Grenedal sliced the air with one clawed hand. “I will not be distracted. I found you the same way I know how to find Hue Blueaxe, your balancing counterpart. We three are connected, but you two are connected only through me. We need to be prepared to fight. I warn you, you will help, or you will perish.”

Dragonblood turned and, in one movement, stepped to the end of the tunnel, a step that was more than fifty meters. Nomed lurched forward, his eyes shifting to the spectrum of magic that would tell him more of his guest. A wide set of wings unfurled from beneath the man’s cloak as Grenedal took flight upward and out of the well that served as entrance to this hidden place.

From a gallery in Velent, Grenedal Dragonblood watched the Count of Trism confer with Malvornick’s ambassador. Velent guarded the narrow country between the Lost Swamp and the northern kingdom; whoever controlled its court could open Humbrey from within. Grenedal could feel the scheme but not yet see its shape.

The machine beneath Everyway had changed him. Lines like scales deepened along his arms, and wings pressed painfully beneath his formal coat. Gold, threats, and favors had bought him rumors, but rumors were not proof. For that he relied upon Kaht, the slim woman beside him whose smile made nobles underestimate the speed of her hands and mind.

‘There is a reason I was not disappointed when my family disowned me,’ Grenedal murmured. Kaht raised her glass. ‘And yet you inherited everything.’ ‘After they were murdered while I was strapped to a machine that should have killed me.’ ‘A complicated inheritance, then.’ Her hand drifted toward his concealed wing. He caught it without looking.

Kaht moved into the crowd under a borrowed name. Before dawn, she returned with the pattern Grenedal needed: Malvornick’s allies were dividing the northern houses while reports of undead armies and beasts from the Lost Swamp were being dismissed as peasant panic.

The strongest resistance would have to begin in Trism. Grenedal sent Kaht to find Hue Blueaxe, then traveled north himself, carrying names, debts, and the certainty that the Talisman had turned old conspiracies into immediate dangers.

A light snow dusted the sprawling streets of Trism. The metropolis’s stone buildings were a picture of serenity. The setting sun gave way to chill winds and moonlight reflections, making folks want to be inside with a mug of hot mulled cider and good company. Music and laughter spilled out onto the snow-sprinkled avenues from pubs and taverns, along with the amber light of oil lamps.

In an alley, an undernourished dog sniffed at the back door of a pub. The door opened and a sweaty man in a stained apron emptied a bucket of kitchen scraps across the cobblestones. Hands on his hips, the fat cook drew a deep breath of air that wasn’t heavy with smoke, enjoying the crisp bite of autumn. The animal crouched, growling, as its hackles rose. The man looked down, seeing the dog for the first time. He shouted at the cur to scare it away. The mutt crept forward, showing its teeth through foam-flecked lips. The unnerved man retreated inside, and slammed the door.

Grenedal glanced down the alley as the dog began nosing through the scraps. The cur glanced his way, whimpered, and slunk behind a barrel as the man trudged through the slush, leaving shallow boot prints that would be covered soon enough. Dragonblood had been in Trism almost three weeks and had learned a lord was raising a resistance to stage a coup from within the court of Trism; that lord had gone missing; and the local criminal syndicate had been infiltrated and was under the control of an unknown crime lord. Grenedal knew who it was though; it was the same man that compromised the loyalty and honor of a kingdom legendary for those traits: Duke Malvornick.

Grenedal had never been good at digging up information, but Kaht had a way of digging up things that he couldn’t. Whether by intimidation or by bribe, Grenedal always pushed too hard. He was an expert at putting information to work, though. He had sent his companion back to Everyway, tasked to find Hue Blueaxe and bring him here to Trism. The giant man would be more prone to get along with the men here than Grenedal. The dragonkin believed in being more flexible with the law and rules than the people who lived in this country. Hue would feel that the law was sacred, just as the locals did.

Grenedal walked along with his cloak pulled around his wings, slouching to hide them, still unused to them and not wanting to attract attention. His family name was Dragonblood, but he had never thought it was literal until his ‘awakening.’ Since that moment, he had changed every day, not only physically, but in other ways as well. He could feel the magical force lines that wizards tapped; he could use the magic of his own mind like the mages; and even the art of sorcerers and alchemists was not beyond his grasp. He found himself sensing other things—communications flying through the air. It was as if someone was sending messages and he was receiving not only those, but also the responses from the other party. He couldn’t recognize the language, but it was familiar.

An hour after sunset, Grenedal waited beneath the statue of Trism the Bold. Snow gathered on his cloak and hid the shape of his wings. Kaht had carried the message faster than any horse, but he still wondered whether Hue Blueaxe would come.

Hue emerged through the falling snow, broad as a doorway, his blue skin bare to the cold. Once he had been a blind beggar called Smiles. The Talisman had restored his sight, his strength, and something stranger; it had also tied his fate to Grenedal and Nomed.

Grenedal gave him the names of those willing to oppose Malvornick. ‘Gather them and lead them north. Warn every house that will listen. If we wait for proof that satisfies a court, there may be no court left.’

Hue’s answer was interrupted by hoofbeats. A crier burst into the square, his horse lathered and its eyes white with terror.

He charged through the square, kicking up snow as he shouted his message.

“Velent has fallen!” the crier yelled. “Demon bugs attacked from the Lost Swamp! Prepare! Beware! They come this way!”

Velent was a day ride south; less if you changed horses on the way. Magic could have been used to send the news quicker. It was a few hours east of the Lost Swamp, and Trism was about twice the distance. Hue and Grenedal looked at each other.

The mangy cur from the alley crept out of the shadows, hackles up, its snout twisted in a snarl. The two men turned to look at it. It stood on its hind legs, and began to warp and change. In a moment, Nomed stood where the beast had been. The demon half breed smiled.

“Gentlemen,” Nomed said, nodding to each of them in turn, “did you plan a meeting of half breeds without including me, your brother in this odd triangle of fate?”

“Nomed,” Grenedal muttered in acknowledgment. “We don’t have time for you and your games.”

“Nomed!” Hue took a large stride toward the demon spawn, grabbed his hand in greeting, and pumped it up and down while slapping him on the shoulder with the other hand. Nomed stumbled under the power of the greeting. “You’re always welcome if you come to help, my dark friend. Don’t pay any mind to Grenedal, he forgets hope and happiness when he’s under pressure. Always gets too serious and forgets the small things.”

“Yes, good to see you also, Blueaxe,” Nomed said, straightening his leather cape over his bare chest. “I am here to help, Dragonblood. Don’t be so snotty. I can be of great help. I witnessed what happened in Velent, it wasn’t pretty. And it is coming this way. In fact, it should be here in just a few minutes.”

“Then we don’t have time for simple things like idle conversation,” Grenedal said to them both. Turning to Hue, he continued, “Go to the people I told you about and gather them. I will check into this new menace. I will find you again.”

“Godspeed, Grenedal, and be careful.” Smiling, Hue slapped the taller man on the shoulder. Grenedal threw his cloak from his shoulders, and it settled down the middle of his back. His leathery wings unfurled and he launched himself into the cold night air.

Nomed grinned as the two disappeared into the night. As he turned, a dog stood where the man had been a moment before, and loped into an alley.

The people of the County of Trism were bewildered. The news of Velent’s destruction stunned them. They gathered in the town squares, taverns, and inns, wanting to know more, hoping to learn that the report was untrue, that they were safe, and that only Velent had been threatened. A mass gathered in the great square in front of city hall.

Count Trism was present, with High Lord Father Alixin of the Church of Jonath. They calmed the crowd, saying that the news was exaggerated and Trism was safe. Even if such a threat did exist, even if it did come this way, they were prepared for it and would deal with it quickly and efficiently. They were still making speeches when the first swarm hit.

The temperature climbed. Snow became rain, and reassurance became panic. The crowd surged against the marble steps, knocking Count Trism into the street while guards fought to keep children from being crushed beneath adult feet.

Then the insects came. Mosquitoes the size of squirrels dropped people where they stood. Silverfish longer than a man’s arm poured from drains, and cockroaches with wingspans like hawks struck faces and throats. Lord Father Alixin called on Jonath; his spell flashed once, failed, and brought the church arch down across the sanctuary he tried to reach.

Heat-radiating insects landed on roofs. Their bodies ignited shingles, while the oily trails of centipedes carried flame through gutters and alleys. Within minutes, the rain-wet city burned.

A rider from the east arrived with worse news: the undead army had taken the Earldom of General and followed him toward Trism. Zombies entered beneath the smoke, and the faster dead hunted anyone who found shelter from the insects. Somewhere outside the walls, the necromancer Rondarius laughed and raised each fallen defender into the attacking ranks.

Two invasions met in one city, neither capable of fear or retreat. Nomed’s preparation had not saved Trism. It had merely ensured that a few people










































