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“Avast!” Came the call from the prow.

Fazgood’s heart seized with alarm. The sailor had called Stop! 

What? Fazgood, former Earl of Wequand, blinked from his shock. Was there some emergency? 

The tress of Calzjha’s hair pulled from between his fingers as she turned toward the disturbance. At his left, Fazgood’s weasel familiar Warren also looked intently to the prow, black eyes sharp.

The foresail had broken loose, its power reduced to useless flapping. The crew of shadowed and towering Birqmuirish smugglers shouted and heaved line. They swiftly secured the sail, and it billowed anew. All relaxed again into their pensive silence.

How did I not notice that sail breaking free?

Calzjha settled her head back against his chest. A swell of some emotion submerged his senses in warmth. 

He ventured: Happy? Is this Happiness? It’ll get me killed!

To reassure himself, Fazgood noted: 

Far to aft, near the horizon, glowed the satisfying inferno from the Greatsergeant Keep. It blazed like a lighthouse over the capital city Harmonium; Best away from that, he thought drily.

At the aft rail to his left: a dark-hued Rahsic human couple in soot-covered finery lost in loving haze as their past lives went up in the flaming keep; fine, great, my oath to them is fulfilled.  

Beside him at the bulkhead: Fazgood’s familiar Warren, ears keen to the sailors’ talk and his eyes sharp to the horizon. 

Off-shore: The night-shrouded coast of the Hermitshoal Strait. This Strait barracked maritime cavalry of whales mounted by clucking Exults marines. Yet the waters kept calm. None emerged to give pursuit.

Fazgood himself seated on the deck beside Warren with back against the bulkhead, legs wrapped with blood-spotted bandages, and stinking of petroleum ointment, belly warmed with smooth liquor. However, warm upon his chest: Calzjha, one of the Zhif race who had taken the form of a woman. Her left shoulder tucked under his armpit, head on his chest, long black hair tossed in wind, hair smelling of burned-keep-smoke and sweat. 

Fazgood considered how to describe her distraction and his emergency. 

He cast his mind to project his thoughts and communicate with his familiar. [Squire, I require counsel! Calzhja has seeped into my affections!]

Warren did not even glance at the two. [Yes, my liege.]

Fazgood deflated at the nonchalance of his familiar and Chief Litigator. [Squire, this is an alarming state! I risk our safety! And my equilibrium!]

[It is a....]Fazgood sensed his familiar searching for diplomatic phrasing [...development.]

Usually, Warren was a reliable wellspring of panic. The Kingdom of Rahs ought to be pursuing this schooner. Fazgood had absconded with their noblewoman, set her residence afire, helped damn her husband to oblivion for hideous alliances, defeated a criminal leader transformed into a horror, and liberated a beloved moosecrab from the Royal Zoo. But Calzjha’s distractions resounded. The Earl needed his mind sharp.

Fazgood was aghast. [Squire, is my distraction prudent? Do you approve?]

Warren seemed strangely aloof. [It is not my place to approve or disapprove. That said, Calzjha comported herself admirably during the caper. I believe she saved your life, if her hauling you bodily and helping mend your injuries counts.]

The Earl thought to himself: Drat your lack of support! 

The night sky sparkled clear of any interloping Cumulid cloud-shepherds. The salty breeze held constant and true, showing no interference by educated winds.

[To be frank, my liege: it is a wonder you hadn’t concluded so much sooner.]

Fazgood’s breath juddered with suppressed protest. He dared not exclaim lest he rouse Calzjha.

The Earl dove his thoughts away from Warren. Does no one argue for common sense?! All approve of this peril?! Do they conspire? Does everyone know? 

He glared around the dark deck. Does no one care?! Do they not scorn me? Do they not mock my vulnerability?

The burly, shadowed sailors minded the horizon.

No?

He shook his head, not understanding his turn of mind.

Of course they don’t. What is with me? Why should they scorn or mock? They have lives of their own and a ship to tend.

Then he reached around to her elbow and pulled her tighter. There he eased into the slightest relief. But only the slightest.

He slept little, ever scanning the horizon and wondering Where is the pursuit?

Three days at full sail, they traveled. Three days, the Earl scrutinized the horizon. Three days, he skulked throughout the schooner in search of potential betrayal from the crew. Three days, he avoided food and drink lest it be drugged or worse. This unyielding scrutiny was his traditional manner of travel.

The Kingdom’s reach extended to the edge of the Glacial Sea, with its chill breath and frosted sky. Even there, at the border to Birqmuir’s waters, no customs whales or cackling cavalry pods interfered with their voyage. 

He considered: It may be that the Royal Family is quite happy we have made off with this couple, with her knowing such terrible secrets, even if those terrors had been defanged. They could be vexed about missing Obdurate’s astonishing math formulae, but perhaps the Royals had no need for his formulae?

It was there Fazgood grudgingly allowed that they actually may be in the free-and-clear.

Now, their ship pummeled by crisp blusters among ice-rimmed islets of ghost-white limestone, the next step was to see if he was welcome in the Empire. Or was the Fazgood sailing back into a prison cell?

For over thirty years ago, Fazgood had attempted to form a criminal gang, as he’d believed it had been expected of him as a noteworthy thief. But managing criminals had taxed his patience. There had been caravan thefts, yes, and sale of stolen properties, and smuggling. Not enough to satisfy his goons, sadly.

Fazgood’s gang had rebelled and ran him out of his lovely manor home. Those reprobates ended up bombarded by a Glaive Ship, then imprisoned by a brigade of Eratch Blessed Guards. 

Now his schooner eased between looming islet teeth into a narrow, snow-dusted harbor. A river had cut through the cliffs, whose stony, frosty delta formed the foundation of a port town. Beyond, the Oest Mountains glowed with white peaks. A bank of clouds loomed to the north, grumbling with thunder.

They had arrived in the tiniest hours where night met morning. Even so, dock workers bundled thick in the frigid temperature, caught lines thrown from the prow and rowed the ship to a dock. 

The town lay dark and sleeping, with lanterns in windows glowing like wary eyes. Hearing the commotion of the dock workers, people slipped from nearby shacks, hawkers of wares crunched over the rime to make cold, grim coin.

The crew remained on board. Two sailors helped the five passengers disembark, leaving them to fend off the pesky vendors. 

“What now?” wondered Obduate above the sellers’ din.

“I’ve no clue!” Fazgood crammed his chilled hands under his armpits. “The smugglers usually make those arrangements!”

At that, the northerly clouds thundered. Lightning flashed within their coal-dark bowels. But after the thunder ebbed, this thunderhead retained its purpling glow.

The vendors were no fools. They fled at the thunderhead making way to the docks, against the wind.

Fazgood sighed. “Fluxion.”

Obdurate, Respiration, and Calzjha exclaimed, but Fazgood waved them to peace.  There was no point in fleeing.

The thunderhead parted. From the roiling cloud banks flew a rigged three-masted frigate. Glowing azure sails swelled in magicked breeze. The prow limned with crackling purple flames. An Imperial Glaive Ship! Essence of the Emperor’s own enchantments, bristling with lethality and damnation. The air held the tang of copper coins in Essence’s mouth. Of spilled blood sizzling on a hot stone. That prow loomed like a gargantuan sword directly above the refugees.

Townspeople and vagabonds all edged away from the indicated five. The onlookers formed a ring of the curious along the town square, awaiting Fazgood’s innovative and spectacular demise.

Above stood several stout, uniformed Birqmuirish.

A hearty woman’s bellow came from above. “As I plummet! Is that Former Earl Fazgood? Heard you had a lovely stay in Harmonium! Haw haw!”

Groaning inwardly, glancing at the now wide-eyed crowd of vendors, Fazgood looked up and affected a trembling terror. “Who is this Fazgood you speak of? We are mere travelers seeking lodging!”

Above replied with a choir of laughter, all nasal and throaty. Each of these brayers was an Imperial Holy Engineer, riders of the Imperial Aerial Calvary, wielders of blue infernos, lethal machineries, and the archest magics.

The public stood dumb, not comprehending the fugitive in their midst. Fazgood gave up his ruse and folded his arms with a stone face. 

The laughter kept bursting anew for several minutes

Under his breath, the Earl declared, “Deadbeat gods, I hate these cocky bastards.”

“Shh,” Calzjha advised.

Obdurate and Respiration stood agog. Army Captain Obdurate knew only tidy offices, ledgers, and abstract extra-dimensional maths. Paragon Respiration had seen many marvels during her marriage to a Harmonium noble, but none rivaled a flying ship of blue flames.  

“We’re here for them!” came the call.

Fazgood looked about. “What?”

The noisiest of them tugged at her tunic and stood tall: “Respiration Greatsergeant, Paragon of the Kingdom of Rahs! Obdurate Childteacher, Captain of the Rahsic Royal Army! Greetings! I am Mage-Captain Triamphik Aulhapz. We would be honored if you were to board our craft, The Cupric Retribution! It is our privilege to convey you to the Emperor’s presence in the great capital! We are at your service!”

Both Rahsics breathed relieved sighs and recovered their composure.

Respiration put her hand to her heart and bowed. “We accept your conveyance with gratitude!”

Obdurate saluted, eyes wide with awed confusion.

From the ship, something unspooled down like a swirling carpet to the ground, whereupon it crashed like wrought metal to become a circular iron stairway. The lovers hurried to these stairs and began ascending.

Fazgood swallowed his sour opinion of the Engineers to affect an affable grin. He waved up at the ship. “Say, I have a distaste for land travel. May we catch a ride with you?”

The captain sneered. “Under strictest command: just these two! And under direct orders: leave you behind! Haw haw!”

A new spate of laughter consumed many minutes.

As she was helped onto the deck, Respiration called through the chides. “I wish you could come with us!”

“No!” Fazgood called back, feigning casual good nature. “We shall be well. Off with you. We shall struggle along.”

The stairway rolled back up the ship. The prow turned. The keel rumbled like the belly of a hellish beast, a mere rock toss just over their heads. The snow around them hissed into slush. Then the great rudder creaked and the craft rose away. 

“Farewell,” Obdurate cried. “May we meet again!”

Obdurate and Respiration had run to the aft rail to wave, their gratitude palpable even at the increasing height. Calzjha waved back fondly. Warren hopped and ran circles with heart filled to bursting. Fazgood roused from his glumness to nod and raise his hand. 

The captain bellowed from the aft: “’Ware below!”

Some small object arced from the stern toward them. The three sprang backward, Fazgood staggering. The object landed with a resounding splash.

That object: a hefty bundle wrapped in sturdy brown paper and tied with string. All eyed it dumbfounded.

“What’s that?” called the Earl.

The captain’s voice diminished with the distance. “They’re reviews of your performance!”

Was that a hint of jealousy in that jeer?

The ship lofted above the harbor, its deck noising with nasal, throaty laughter. Then it rose higher to turn back toward the Oest Mountains toward the gray false dawn. The laughs echoed over the whipping of the disturbed clouds.

Fazgood searched the ground and snatched up a rock. He rolled it around in his palm, finding its center of gravity. Squinting, he took a step back and threw the rock at the ship. The rock arced toward the receding stern. 

Very faint, just over the wind, came the captain: “Ow!”

Around the square, vendors and residents milled, staring at the threesome.

“Right!” Fazgood put his hands on his hips. “The ship’s gone! There’s nothing interesting about us! We are very, very boring! On your way!”

Muttering, sidelong glancing, and head-shaking, those gathered commenced their dispersal. 

The Earl took up the bundle and shook it of mud.  The brown paper wrap loosed. Within, atop much-folded pulp paper, awaited a sealed square of parchment shuddering in the wind.

Fazgood thought to give the sealed missive a thorough examination before opening. Then he considered, if the Emperor wanted him dead, the Glaive Ship would have done the job. Or would the Emperor want him to think that? 

A glance at Warren and Calzjha staring in anticipation corralled his concerns. He pinched the folded missive at arm’s length, with pinky finger, Fazgood broke the seal. For the lack of explosion, he glowered at the parchment. He read.

The Earl laughed with surprise. “This is a letter of credit! The Emperor extends me an allowance of money. Wait...”

Then he re-read. Then glowered anew at the bottom.

“An Emperor. An entire emperor! And this is all he thought to provide! An actual, entire emperor!”

Warren climbed to the Earl’s shoulder to read. [A useful allowance! Provided at the Imperial Exchequers every week! We should travel well with it, my liege.]

“Seems stingy,” He snorted and tucked away the paper. “But we shall budget.”

“We should be grateful,” Calzjha declared, “You suspected he might kill you.”

“Still.”

The bedraggled three found an exchequer nearby and waited outside, shivering in the cold until that institution unlocked for the public. 

The manager gasped with surprise at the letter and procured the amount readily, provoking more Earl-grumbles that the amount was indeed paltry. 

Asking directions from the manager, the three exited the bank to arrange shelter and transportation. A public house allowed a side room for their encampment. A fire blazed in the stone-flagged fireplace. The publican brought quilts and hot water. Fazgood showed Calzjha how the sprigs of mint steeped sharp and dark into the cup. Calzjha suggested she and Warren procure the necessities of health and apparel. Fazgood begged off the shopping excursion, reminding both of his demise and noting his legs needed to heal.

In the public house, bundled thick with quilts, Fazgood flipped open the remainder of the muddy bundle. Stacks of tidy pulp paper printed with cheap ink.

He realized, Newspapers! This shall help occupy our minds. Wait! Shouldn’t I share them when they return? That would be fun. 

He propped himself against a wall, hands to his sides to propel him in case of attack. 

In time, though, the shoppers returned with Calzjha clad in thick cable-knits and Warren in a modified stocking. A porter dragged bundles of clothing.

Fazgood was glad
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