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      Privileged Robson paused with one foot on the muddy highway and the other on the step of his carriage, his hawkish nose pointed into the hot wind of the Fatrastan countryside. The air was humid and rank, and the smell of distant city smokestacks clung to the insides of his nostrils. Onlookers, he considered, might comment to one another that he looked like a hound testing the air – though only a fool would compare a Privileged sorcerer to a lowly dog anywhere within earshot – and they wouldn’t be entirely wrong.

      Privileged sorcery was tuned to the elements and the Else, giving Robson and any of his brother or sister Privileged a deep and unrivaled understanding of the world. Such an understanding, a sixth sense, provided him an invaluable advantage in any number of situations. But in this particular case, it gave Robson nothing more than a vague hint of unease, a cloudy premonition that caused a tingling sensation in his fingertips.

      He remained poised on the carriage step for almost a full minute before finally lowering himself to the ground.

      The countryside was empty, floodplains and farmland rolling toward the horizon to the south and west. A salty wind blew off the ocean to the east, and to the north the Fatrastan capital of Landfall sat perched atop a mighty, two-hundred-foot limestone plateau. The city was less than two miles away, practically within spitting distance, and the presence of the Lady Chancellor’s secret police meant that it was very unlikely that any threat was approaching from that direction.

      Robson remained beside his carriage, pulling on his gloves and flexing his fingers as he tested his access to the Else. He could feel the usual crackle and spark of sorcery just out of reach, waiting to be tamed, and allowed a small smile at the comfort it brought him. Perhaps he was being foolish. The only thing capable of challenging a Privileged was a powder mage, and there were none of those in Landfall. What else could possibly cause such disquiet?

      He scanned the horizon a second and third time, reaching out with his senses. There was nothing out there but a few farmers and the usual highway traffic passing along on the other side of his carriage. He tugged at the Else with a twitch of his middle finger, pulling on the invisible thread until he’d brought enough power into this world to create a shield of hardened air around his body.

      One could never be too careful.

      “I’ll just be a moment, Thom,” he said to his driver, who was already nodding off in the box.

      Robson’s boots squelched as he followed a muddy track away from the highway and toward a cluster of dirty tents. A work camp had been set up a few hundred yards away from the road in the center of a trampled cotton field, occupying the top of a small rise, and a small army of laborers hauled soil from a pit at the center of the camp.

      Robson’s unease continued to grow as he approached the camp, but he pushed it aside, forcing a cold smile on his face as an older man left the ring of tents and came out to greet him.

      “Privileged Robson,” the man said, bowing several times before offering his hand. “My name is Cressel. Professor Cressel. I’m the head of the excavation. Thank you so much for coming on such short notice.”

      Robson shook Cressel’s hand, noting the way the professor flinched when he touched the embroidered fabric of Robson’s gloves. Cressel was a thin man, stooped from years of bending over books, square spectacles perched on the tip of his nose and only a wisp of gray hair remaining on his head. Over sixty years old, he was almost twenty years Robson’s senior and a respected faculty member at Landfall University. Robson practically towered over him.

      Cressel snatched his hand back as soon as he was able, clenching and unclenching his fingers as he looked pensively toward the highway. He was, from all appearances, an awfully flighty man.

      “I was told it was important,” Robson said.

      Cressel stared at him for several moments. “Oh. Yes! Yes, it’s very important. At least, I think so.”

      “You think so? I’m having supper with the Lady Chancellor herself in two hours and you think this is important?”

      A bead of sweat appeared on Cressel’s forehead. “I’m so sorry, Privileged. I didn’t know, I…”

      “I’m already here,” Robson said, cutting off the old professor. “Just get to the point.”

      As they drew closer to the camp Robson noted a dozen or so guards, carrying muskets and truncheons, forming a loose cordon around the perimeter. There were more guards inside, distinguished by the yellow jackets they wore, overlooking the laborers.

      Robson didn’t entirely approve of work camps. The laborers tended to be unreliable, slow, and weak from malnourishment, but Fatrasta was a frontier city and received more than its fair share of criminals and convicts shipped over from the Nine. Lady Chancellor Lindet had long ago decided the only thing to do with them was let them earn their freedom in the camps. It gave the city enough labor for the dozens of public works projects, and to lend out to private organizations including, in this case, Landfall University.

      “Do you know what we’re doing here?” Cressel asked.

      “Digging up another one of those Dynize relics, I heard.” The damned things were all over the place, ancient testaments to a bygone civilization that had retreated from this continent well before anyone from the Nine actually arrived. They jutted from the center of parks, provided foundations for buildings, and, if some rumors were to be believed, there was an entire city’s worth of stone construction buried beneath the floodplains that surrounded Landfall. Some of the artifacts still retained traces of ancient sorcery, making them of special interest to scholars and Privileged.

      “Right. Quite right. The point,” Cressel said, wringing his hands. “The point, Privileged Robson, is that we’ve had six workers go mad since we reached the forty-foot mark of the artifact.”

      Robson tore his mind away from the logistics of the labor camp and glanced at Cressel. “Mad, you say?”

      “Stark, raving mad,” Cressel confirmed.

      “Show me the artifact.”

      Cressel led him toward the center of the camp, where they came upon an immense pit in the ground. It was about twenty yards across and nearly as deep, and at its center was an eight-foot-squared obelisk surrounded by scaffolding. Beneath a flaking coat of mud, the obelisk was made of smooth, light gray limestone carved, no doubt, from the quarry at the center of the Landfall Plateau. Robson recognized the large letters on its side as Old Dynize, not an uncommon sight on the ruins that dotted the city.

      Robson felt his stomach turn. The sorcery crackling at the edges of his senses seemed to shy away, as if repulsed by the very presence of the obelisk. “It looks entirely ordinary,” he said, removing a handkerchief and blowing his nose to hide the tremble in his fingers. “Just another old rock the Dynize left behind.”

      “That’s what we think, too,” Cressel agreed, adjusting his mud-splattered spectacles. “There is very little unique about this artifact, except for the fact that it is so far from the ancient city center.”

      “If there’s nothing special about it, why are you bothering to dig it up?” Robson asked petulantly.

      “It sank into the soft soil of the floodplains. Aside from the water, we thought it would be a very easy dig.”

      “And is it?”

      “So far,” Cressel said. He hesitated, and then said, “Until the madness set in, that is.”

      “What happened?”

      “The workers.” Cressel gestured toward the stream of laborers hauling baskets of rubble up the wooden ramps at the edges of the excavation site. “We estimate the artifact is about eighty feet tall – probably the longest of its kind in the city. Last week, about sixty feet down, or rather twenty feet from the bottom, we found some unusual writing. That very day, one of the laborers went mad.”

      “Correlation is not causation,” Robson said, not bothering to hide the impatience in his voice.

      “True, true. We assumed it was just heatstroke at first. But it happened again the next day. Then the next. And every day since. By the sixth we decided to call on you because, well, you’ve been very keen on the university and we thought…”

      “I could do you a favor,” Robson finished sourly. He made a mental note to make his annual donations to the university a few thousand krana smaller. Best not to let them think him overly generous. He liked the university, was fascinated by their search for knowledge both past and future, but they’d overstepped their bounds this time. He was a busy man. “What do you mean by ‘unusual writing’?” he asked.

      “It’s not written in Old Dynize. In fact, no one at the university recognized the language. Here, you should come down and see it.” Cressel immediately began descending one of the ramps leading into the excavation pit. “I would appreciate a Privileged’s perspective on this.”

      Robson’s skin crawled, and he remained rooted to the ground, dread sinking to the pit of his stomach like a ball of lead. He couldn’t quite place the source of his misgivings. Ancient ruins on this continent were always marked with Old Dynize. Finding a different language written on one of these obelisks might have historical significance, but surely a matter of translation shouldn’t leave him with such trepidation.

      He wondered if his senses were trying to warn him off from something. It would be easy enough to tell Cressel no. He could order the dig closed, the obelisk destroyed by gunpowder or sorcery.

      But Privileged didn’t maintain their reputations by being timid, so he followed Cressel down into the depths of the dig.

      Laborers scurried out of their way as Cressel led Robson across the rickety scaffolding until they were standing beside the obelisk, staring at a spot only a few feet from the bottom of the pit. One of the stone’s smooth faces bore an intricate inscription. It had been meticulously cleaned of soil, revealing an almost-white face covered in flowing letters entirely unfamiliar to Robson’s eyes.

      He peered at the letters for several moments. “Have there been any patterns in the madness?” he asked absently. Behind them, the soft thumping sound of laborers hacking at the soil with mattocks and shovels reverberated through the pit.

      “It appears to affect only those who spend the better part of the day down here,” Cressel said. “When the third case happened, I suspended faculty or camp guards from descending into the pit unless it was an emergency.”

      But not the laborers, Robson noted. Oh well. Someone had to suffer in the pursuit of knowledge.

      Robson tilted his head to one side, beginning to see repeated patterns in the flowing letters. As Cressel mentioned, this was indeed a script of some kind. But what language? A Privileged of Robson’s age was as learned in a broad selection of studies as most professors were in their own fields but Robson had never seen anything like this.

      The writing was ancient. Older than the Dynize script surrounding it, which was one of the oldest languages known to modern linguistics. Slowly, hesitantly, Robson lifted his hand. He reached out for the Else, grasping for the wild sorcery from beyond this world. The sorcery once again shied away, and he had to wrestle to keep it close at hand in case he needed it in a pinch. There was something sinister about this obelisk, and he would not be caught unawares.

      When he was certain he’d prepared himself against any sort of backlash, he touched his gloved fingertips to the plaque.

      A vision stabbed through Robson’s mind. He saw a man, a familiar face wreathed in golden curls, hands held out as if to cradle the world. Whiteness surrounded the figure, brilliant and unforgiving, and Robson was not entirely sure whether the man was creating the whiteness or being consumed by it.

      Robson jerked his fingertips back and the vision was gone. He found himself shaking violently, his clothes soaked with sweat, as Cressel looked on in shock.

      Robson rubbed his hands together, noting that the fingertips of his right glove were gone, seared away, though his fingers were unhurt. He left Cressel standing on the platform, dumbfounded, as he ran up the ramps and through the camp, sprinting all the way back to his carriage.

      “Thom!”

      The snoozing driver jolted awake. “My lord?”

      “Thom, I need you to take a message to the Lady Chancellor. Give it to her in person, without anyone else present.”

      “Yes, my lord! What is the message?”

      “Tell her that I’ve found it.”

      Thom scratched his head. “Is that it?”

      “Yes!” Robson said. “That’s all you need to know for your own safety. Now go!”

      He watched the carriage cut across the highway, nearly running a train of pack mules off the road and leaving a cursing merchant in its wake. Robson pulled out his handkerchief and dabbed his forehead, only to find that his handkerchief was also soaked with sweat.

      “Privileged!”

      Robson turned to find that the old professor had caught up.

      “Privileged,” Cressel wheezed. “What’s happening? Are you all right?”

      “Yes, yes, I’m fine.” Robson waved him off and began striding back toward the camp. Cressel fell in beside him.

      “But, sir, you look like you’ve seen a ghost!”

      Robson considered the brief vision, his brow furrowing as he let it hang in his mind for a few moments. “No,” he said. “Not a ghost. I’ve seen God.”
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      Fort Samnan was in ruins.

      The largest fortification on the western branch of the Tristan River, Samnan’s twenty-foot palisade of split cypress trunks enclosed a sizable trading town and wooden motte that held a community center and several administration buildings. Forty-foot guard towers overlooked the river on one side and a few hundred acres of cleared, drained farmland on the other.

      The fort stood as a monument to civilization in the center of the biggest piece of swampland in the world, which made Vlora all the more saddened to see it in its current state.

      The mighty doors lay broken just inside walls that had been breached in a dozen places by artillery. Most of the towers were nothing but smoldering remains, and the shelled motte had been reduced to splinters. Smoke rose over the fort, billowing a thousand feet high into the hot, humid afternoon sky.

      The aftermath of a battle rarely elicited horror within her. No career soldier could view battle after battle with horror and keep her sanity for very long but for Vlora there was always a sort of melancholy there, masking the shock. It tugged at the back of her mind and stifled the urge to celebrate a fight well won.

      Vlora tasted the familiar tang of smoke on her tongue and spit into the mud, watching soldiers in their crimson and blue jackets as they drifted in and out of the haze. The men cleared away the dead, inventoried the weapons, set up surgeries, and counted the prisoners. It was done quickly, efficiently, without looting, rape, or murder, and for that Vlora felt a flash of pride. But her eyes lingered on the bodies, wondering what the final tally would be on both sides of the conflict.

      Vlora worked her way through what remained of the gatehouse, stepping over the shattered timber that had once been the fort doors, pausing to let two soldiers pass with a stretcher held between them. She sucked nervously on her teeth as she got her first view of the trading town inside the fort. Some of the buildings had escaped the shelling, but the rest had fared little better than the motte.

      Frontier forts were built to have modern weapons and light artillery on the inside, with Palo arrows and outdated muskets on the outside. Not the other way around.

      Out of the corner of her eye she caught sight of a soldier creeping out from a half-ruined building, a small box under one arm. She tilted her head, feeling more bemused than angry, and struggled to remember his name. “Private Dobri!” she finally called out.

      The soldier, a little man with an oversize nose and long fingers, leapt a foot into the air. He whirled toward Vlora, attempting to hide the box behind his back.

      “Ma’am!” he said, snapping a salute and managing to drop the box. A few cups and a load of silverware spilled onto the street.

      Vlora eyed him for a long moment, letting him stew in his discomfort. “You looking for the owner of that fine silver, Dobri?”

      Dobri’s eyes widened. He held the salute, eyes forward, and Vlora could make out just the slightest tremble. She approached him sidelong, ignoring the silver, and did a quick circuit around him. He wore the same uniform as her, a blood-red jacket and pants with dark blue stripes and cuffs. It had gold buttons and a brass pin at the lapel of muskets crossed behind a shako – the symbol of the Riflejack Mercenary Company. The uniform was dusty, with soot stains on his trousers and arms. He opened his mouth, closed it, then gave a defeated sigh. “No, Lady Flint. I was stealing it.”

      “Well,” Vlora said. “At least you remembered how little I like a liar.” She considered the situation for a few moments. The battle had been short but fierce, and Dobri had been one of the first of her soldiers through the walls once their artillery had battered down the gates. He was a brave soldier, if light-fingered. “Give the silver to the quartermaster for inventory, then tell Colonel Olem you volunteer for latrine duty for the next three weeks. I wouldn’t suggest telling him why, unless you want to end up in front of a firing squad.”

      “Yes, Lady Flint.”

      “The Riflejacks do not steal,” Vlora said. “We’re mercenaries, not thieves. Dismissed.”

      She watched Dobri gather the silver and then scramble toward the quartermaster’s tent outside the fort walls. She wondered if she should have made an example of him – she did have the moniker “Flint” to uphold, after all. But the men had been on the frontier for almost a year. Sympathy and discipline needed to be handed out equally, or she’d wind up with a mutiny on her hands.

      “General Flint!”

      She turned, finding a young sergeant approaching from the direction of the demolished motte. “Sergeant Padnir, what can I help you with?”

      The sergeant saluted. “Colonel Olem’s asking for your presence, ma’am. He says it’s urgent.”

      Vlora scowled. Padnir was pale, despite the heat, and had a nervous look in his eyes. He was a levelheaded man in his late twenties, just a few years younger than her, one of the many soldiers under her command to be forged during the Adran-Kez War. Something must have gone wrong for him to get so worked up. “Of course. Just making my rounds. I’ll come immediately.”

      She followed the sergeant down the street, turning onto the main thoroughfare of the town. She paused once to examine the line of prisoners, all kneeling on the side of the road, a handful of soldiers guarding them. Every one of them was a Palo – Fatrastan natives with bright red hair and pale freckled skin. At a glance she could tell that they were villagers, not warriors.

      This particular group had seized Fort Samnan, declaring that the fort was on their land and forbidding the Fatrastan government from passing through the area. They’d killed a few dozen settlers and torched some farmhouses, but not much else. It was fairly mild as far as insurrections went.

      The Fatrastan government had responded by sending Vlora and the Riflejack Mercenary Company to put down the rebels. It wasn’t the first time Vlora had put down an insurrection on the frontier – the Fatrastans paid well, after all – and she didn’t think it would be the last.

      A few of the faces glanced up at her, staring vacantly. Some of them glared, a few cursed in Palo as she walked past. She ignored them.

      She didn’t like fighting the Palo, who tended to be passionate, underfunded, and out-armed. That meant a lot of guerrilla warfare, with leaders like the elusive Red Hand causing disproportionate damage to any Fatrastan army with the bad luck to get singled out. Pitched battles – like the siege of Fort Samnan – turned into a damned slaughter in the other direction.

      As far as Vlora saw it, the poor fools had a point. This was their land. They’d been here since the Dynize left this place almost a thousand years ago, long before the Kressians came over from the Nine and started colonizing Fatrasta. Unfortunately for them, the Palo couldn’t afford to hire the Riflejacks, while the Fatrastan government could.

      Vlora left the prisoners behind and found Colonel Olem just a few moments later, on the opposite side of the destroyed motte. At forty-five, the colonel was beginning to show his age, streaks of gray creeping into his sandy beard. Vlora thought it made him look distinguished. He wore the same red and blue uniform as his comrades with only the single silver star at his lapel, opposite the crossed muskets and shako, to mark his rank. An unlit cigarette hung out of one corner of his mouth.

      “Colonel,” Vlora said.

      “Flint,” Olem responded without looking up. Technically, he was Vlora’s second officer. In reality, they were both retired generals of the Adran Army and co-owners of the Riflejack Mercenary Company, putting them on equal footing. He preferred the formality of just being “Colonel” Olem, but she deferred to his judgment just as often as he did to hers.

      Olem sat back on his haunches, hands on his knees, looking perplexed.

      The corpse of an old Palo man lay stretched out before him. The body was bent, with freckled skin as wrinkled as a prune, and still bleeding from multiple gunshot and bayonet wounds. At least two dozen bodies in Riflejack uniforms lay scattered around the corpse. Throats and stomachs had been slashed. A pair of rifles had been snapped clean in two.

      “What happened here?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” Olem said. He stood up and struck a match on his belt, shielding the flame from the breeze. He lit his cigarette, puffing moodily as he eyed the corpse of the old man at their feet.

      Vlora gazed at the bodies of her soldiers. She named them silently in her head – Forlin, Jad, Wellans. The list went on. They were all privates, and she didn’t know any of them well, but they were still her men. “Who’s this son of a bitch?” she asked, gesturing at the Palo corpse.

      “No idea.”

      “Did he do this?”

      “Seems so,” Olem said. “We already dragged off fifteen wounded.”

      Vlora chewed on that information for a moment, trying to catch up. It didn’t make any sense. Palo tended to be scrappy fighters, but they dropped like anyone else against trained soldiers with bayonets fixed. “How did” – she did a quick count – “a single old man inflict almost forty casualties on the best damned infantry on the continent?”

      “That,” Olem said, “is a really good question.”

      “And… ?” She gave him a long, annoyed look. It was one that sent most of her men scrambling. Olem, as usual, seemed unaffected.

      “The boys say he moved too fast for the eye to follow. Like…” Olem paused, meeting her eyes. “Like a powder mage.”

      Vlora reached out with her sorcerous senses, probing into the Else. As a powder mage she could feel every powder charge and horn within hundreds of yards, each of them showing up in her mind’s eye like points on a map. She focused on the body. The old man didn’t have an ounce of powder on him, but she could sense a sort of subtle sorcery around him the likes of which she’d never felt. Further examination gave her a headache, and she closed her third eye.

      “Well,” she told Olem, “he wasn’t a powder mage. There’s something… sorcerous about him, but I can’t pin it down.”

      “I didn’t feel it,” he responded. He had his own Knack, a minor sorcery that allowed him to go without sleep. But his ability to see into the Else was not as strong as hers.

      Vlora knelt next to the body, giving it a second look without sorcery. The old man’s hair had long since faded from red to white, and his gnarled hands still clutched a pair of polished bone axes. Most Palo dressed for their surroundings – buckskins on the frontier, suits or trousers in the city. This warrior, however, wore thick, dark leathers that didn’t come from any mammal. The skin was ridged, tough to the touch, textured like a snake.

      “You ever seen anybody wear an outfit like this before?”

      “It’s swamp dragon leather,” Olem observed. “I’ve seen satchels and boots, but the stuff is damned expensive. Hard to tan. Nobody wears a whole suit.” He ashed his cigarette. “And I’ve definitely never seen a Palo fight like this. Might be cause for concern.”

      “Maybe,” Vlora said, feeling suddenly shaken. Being stuck in the swamps with the swamp dragons, snakes, bugs, and Palo was bad enough. But out here, the Riflejacks had always been at the top of the food chain. Until now. She ran her fingers over the leather. The stuff appeared to make an effective armor, thick enough to turn a knife or even a bayonet thrust. “It’s like a uniform,” she muttered.

      “Rumors are going to spread,” Olem said. “Should I put a stop to idle talk?”

      “No,” Vlora said. “Let the men gossip. But give them an order. If they see somebody wearing an outfit like this, they’re to form ranks and keep him at the end of their bayonets. And send someone running for me.”

      Olem’s brow wrinkled. “You think you could fight someone capable of cutting through this many infantry?” he asked.

      “No idea. But I’ll be damned if I let some Palo yokel carve through my men like a holiday ham. I can at least put a bullet in his head from thirty paces.”

      “And if there’s more than one?”

      Vlora glared at him.

      “Right,” Olem said, finishing his cigarette and crushing the butt underfoot. “Form line, call for General Flint.”

      Vlora and Olem stood in silence for several minutes, watching as the rest of the corpses were carted off and the fires finally put out by the bucket brigade. Messengers dropped reports off to Olem, and a flagpole was raised above one of the few remaining fort towers. The Fatrastan flag, sunflower yellow with green corners, was run up it along with the smaller, red and blue standard of the Riflejacks.

      Vlora watched as a woman on horseback rode through the shattered fort gate and guided her horse through the crowds and the chaos of the battle cleanup. The woman examined her surroundings with a jaded, casual air, a sneer on her lips for the Palo prisoners on their knees in the street. Vlora didn’t know the woman, but she recognized the yellow uniform well enough – it matched the flag her men had just run up the pole. Fatrastan military.

      The rider came to a stop in front of Vlora and Olem, looking down on them with a fixed scowl. No salute. Not even a hello.

      “You General Flint?” the woman asked.

      “Who wants to know?” Vlora responded.

      “Message from Lady Chancellor Lindet,” the woman said. She pulled an envelope from her jacket and held it out. Olem took it from her, tearing it open with one finger and smoothing the paper against his stomach. The woman turned her horse around without a word and immediately rode back down the street, heading for the fort gate.

      Fatrastan soldiers tended to be arrogant pricks, but Vlora had seldom seen one so rude. She tapped the butt of her pistol. “Would it be terribly unprofessional of me to shoot her hat off?”

      “Yes,” Olem said without looking up from the letter.

      “Damned Fatrastan army needs to show more respect to the people doing their dirty work.”

      “Console yourself with the fact that you make far more money than she does,” Olem said. “Here, you’ll want to see this.”

      Vlora turned her attention to the letter in his hand. “What is it?”

      “Trouble in Landfall,” he said. “We’ve been recalled. We’re to head to the city immediately.”

      Vlora’s first thought was to do a little dance. Landfall might be hot and fetid, but at least it was a modern city. She could have a real meal, go to the theater, and even take a bath. No more of this damned swamp or – she glanced at the body of the little old man that was only now being removed – its dragon-skin-wearing Palo.

      Her relief, however, was quickly squashed by a creeping suspicion. “What kind of trouble?” she asked.

      “Doesn’t say.”

      “Of course it doesn’t.” Vlora chewed on her bottom lip. “Finish the cleanup,” she said, “and send the prisoners to Planth with a regiment of our boys. Tell everyone else we’re leaving at first light.”

       

      Vlora waited by the Tristan River while her men boarded the waiting keelboats that had been sent to retrieve them. Heading downriver by keelboat would get them to Landfall in just a few days, but she wondered what could be so urgent that they needed to be recalled in such a manner. It made her nervous, but she put that in the back of her mind and turned to the box in her lap.

      It was an old hat box, something she’d had since she was a teenager, and it was filled with letters from a former lover now long dead and gone. Taniel Two-shot had been a childhood friend, an adopted brother, even her fiancé at one point, but he’d also been a hero of the Fatrastan Revolution. Eleven years ago he’d fought for Fatrastan independence from the Kez through these very swamps, creeping through the channels with his musket, killing Privileged sorcerers and officers.

      They were both Adrans, foreigners to this place, and the experiences Taniel wrote to her about had become a wealth of information for her own career in mercenary work on this blasted continent.

      “They’ve sent us enough keelboats for the infantry only,” a voice suddenly said.

      Vlora jumped, reaching to hide the letters, but stopped herself. It was only Olem, and there were no secrets between them. “And what do we do with our dragoons and cuirassiers?”

      Olem crushed the butt of his cigarette under his boot, peering at the letters in her lap. “I’ll have Major Gustar bring them along. It’ll take them about a week longer to arrive in Landfall, so let’s hope we don’t need them sooner. Are those Taniel’s letters?”

      “Yes,” she said, flipping through them absently. The loss of her cavalry, even for a week, was an irritating prospect. “Looking to see if he ever mentioned any crazy Palo warriors wearing swamp dragon leathers.”

      “Seems like something that would have stood out,” Olem said. He sat down beside her in the grass, watching as a new keelboat pulled up to load more soldiers. Behind them, Fort Samnan still smoldered.

      Vlora felt a pang of nostalgia. The letters were a constant reminder of a past life – for both her and Olem. “I would have thought so, but I wanted to check anyway.”

      “Probably a good idea,” Olem agreed. “The Palo liked him, didn’t they?”

      “He’s still a damned legend, even after all this time,” Vlora said, hoping she didn’t sound too sour. Every mention of Taniel put her on edge. Their history had been a… turbulent one.

      “Do you think he would have fought for Fatrastan independence if he had known the Fatrastans would go on to treat the Palo like that?” Olem asked, jerking his head toward Fort Samnan.

      “Maybe. Maybe not.” Vlora had some qualms about what she did for a living. But mercenary work couldn’t always be choosy. “He got into that war to kill Kez. Came out of it…” Vlora’s eyes narrowed involuntarily as she remembered the redheaded companion Taniel had brought back from his travels. “Well.” She snapped the hat box shut. “Nothing useful in here, not regarding that Palo warrior anyway.” She got to her feet and offered Olem a hand. “Let’s go to Landfall.”
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      Michel Bravis sat at the back of an empty pub, nursing a warm beer at six o’clock in the morning. Outside he could hear the local teamsters already at work hauling cotton and grain down to the docks, cursing the heat with every other breath. He wondered if there was a single person who actually liked summer in Landfall, but decided such a thing would be an affront against every god that ever existed.

      He had spent most of his life in Landfall. He’d grown into a man during the revolution, worked the docks conning merchants and tourists during the reconstruction, and now as he approached thirty he served in the Lady Chancellor’s secret police – or, as they were more widely known, the Blackhats. I would think, he thought to himself bitterly, that I would have learned to head north for the summers.

      He took a long sip of beer, checking his pocket watch. Eleven minutes past. Mornings, summer, and people being late. A perfect trifecta to put him in a foul mood.

      And once in a foul mood in this blasted heat, he’d stay that way for the rest of the day.

      He forced a grin on his face and displayed it to the empty bar. “You don’t have to be in a bad mood,” he said. “Cheer up. It could be worse. You could be outside.”

      “Good point,” he replied to himself, taking on a serious air. “Besides, we’ve got beer on tap in here, and the owner won’t be around until noon.”

      “You,” he said in his happy voice, draining the rest of his beer and heading behind the bar to refill his glass, “are going to get very drunk.”

      “Yes. Yes I am.”

      He often wondered what people thought when they overheard him speaking to himself. Probably that he was a mad fool. But circumstance had often found him alone as a young man, and speaking aloud helped him gather his thoughts and stave off boredom on the long, hot Fatrastan nights. Besides, in his line of work it was best to keep people at arm’s length.

      He was on his third beer when the door finally opened and a young man appeared. He peeked inside hesitantly, his legs braced as if to run, and then glanced over his shoulder before calling out, “Hello?”

      “Yeah, I’m over here,” Michel said, waving. “You’re late.”

      “I couldn’t find the place.”

      “Stupid excuse.”

      “Pardon?”

      Michel held up his beer, examining the young man through the glass. Young man? A boy, more like it. Couldn’t be older than sixteen, barely even a scruff of beard on his chin. He was short for his age, a little bit overweight, but with the kind of plain face that could disappear into the crowd. Not all that different from Michel, which wasn’t surprising. It was, after all, the first thing the Blackhats looked for in a spy.

      “A stupid excuse,” Michel repeated. The young man wore high-legged trousers, a flat-cut jacket, and a scarf in the style of a poor man’s cravat. The outfit was three years out of date, and it irritated Michel. “Not being able to find an address makes you look either a fool or an asshole. Both of those can come in useful at one time or another, but not as often as you’d think. Nobody likes a fool or an asshole, and the first thing you need to be is likable, or else you won’t blend in anywhere.”

      The young man cast a confused glance around the bar, his eyes slightly wide as if he’d stumbled onto the lair of a crazy person. “Are you Mickle?” he asked.

      “Michel,” Michel corrected, putting an emphasis on the second half of the name. “Me-Kell. My name doesn’t rhyme with ‘pickle.’”

      “Right,” the young man said slowly. “I’m Dristan. Are you the guy who’s supposed to teach me how to be a spy?”

      “Likable people,” Michel continued, ignoring the question, “are informed. They say please and thank you. They ask for directions. They are punctual. You’re going to be all these things, or you’re not going to be able to do your job. At best, the people you’re sent to observe will reject you. At worst, they’ll find out you’re not who you claim to be and kill you very slowly.” Michel sighed, finishing his beer and telling himself he shouldn’t drink another one. “You’re not a spy,” he said. “You’re going to be what we call a ‘passive informant.’ You’ll become someone else, immersing yourself entirely into a life that is not your own, and leak information about unrest, crimes, and plots against the government to your handler.”

      Dristan looked more than a little pensive. He remained standing, uncertain of himself, still seeming like he might run at any moment.

      Michel continued: “Don’t dress like a lower-class dandy. It makes you memorable, and you rarely want to be memorable. Wear short trousers and a light-colored shirt. Maybe a flatcap. You can never go wrong dressing like a common laborer.” Michel whirled his finger in the direction of Dristan’s head. “That look you have on your face: that hesitant, nervous thing. You want to start practicing not making that face. It’s suspicious. Now, tell me your name.”

      “I told you I’m Dristan.”

      “No,” Michel said, slamming the palm of his hand on the table. Dristan jumped. “Tell me your name.”

      “I’m Dri…” Dristan paused. “My name is, uh, Plinnith.”

      He catches on quicker than most of the people I teach to do this. “Plinnith? What kind of a name is Plinnith? That’s a stupid name.”

      “Hey, I’ve heard it around before!” Dristan protested.

      Michel rolled his eyes. “Plinnith is a stupid name,” he repeated slowly. “What kind is it?”

      Dristan stared at him as if wondering what, exactly, he was asking for, before his eyes suddenly lit up. “Oh, oh! Plinnith. It’s Brudanian.”

      “That where you’re from?” Michel asked, continuing the mock interrogation.

      “I’m not. My, um, my mother was Brudanian. Came from a fishing village there.”

      “Oh yeah? My best friend is from a fishing village in Brudania. Maybe it’s the same place.”

      “I don’t remember the name,” Dristan answered.

      “Oh, that’s too bad. What are you doing in Landfall, Plinnith?”

      “Dad was a farmer out near Redstone. He died last fall, so Mom’s sent me to the capital for work.”

      Michel continued to fire questions at the boy, going on for almost five minutes, needling him for details that normal people wouldn’t possibly ask for before he finally gave it a rest. He dropped the pretense, poured himself another beer, and said, “Not half-bad.”

      The boy beamed back at him.

      “Not great, either,” Michel continued. “I didn’t believe a damned word of it.”

      “But you already know I’m not a farmer’s son named Plinnith!” Dristan protested.

      “Do I?” Michel shrugged. “You have no idea what I know. It’s your job to convince me you’re the person you say you are.” He swirled the beer around, wishing for the thousandth time that there was a better way to do this. Kids came off the street all the time, looking to join the Blackhats. Most of them became low-level enforcers, roughing up anyone who spoke out against the Lady Chancellor. The smart ones might become political liaisons or pencil-pushers. The rest became informants, spying on the very population the Lady Chancellor governed.

      Informants had the most dangerous job and got the least amount of training. What good was an informant, after all, if anyone spotted them hanging around with a known Blackhat? The best they could expect was a few days in an out-of-the-way spot with someone like Michel – an experienced informant who’d lived long enough to become a bureaucrat. People knew Michel was a Blackhat, of course. They just didn’t know he’d climbed the ranks by selling out his neighbors.

      “Look,” Michel said. “It’s all about relating to people.”

      “What do you mean?” Dristan asked.

      “You and me, we’re Kressians, right? I mean, we call ourselves Fatrastan, but even if we were born here our grandparents were born in the Nine. Follow?”

      “I think?”

      “Now, our grandparents might have hated each other back in the old country. Maybe yours were Kez, mine were Adran. Mortal enemies. But once they’d come over the ocean they now had something in common. So they put aside their old hatreds and now they just call themselves Fatrastans. Right?”

      Dristan didn’t look impressed. “I suppose…”

      Michel cut him off. “They related. They found out what they had in common and worked together. During the revolution all of us who considered ourselves Fatrastan worked with the Palo against the Kez. Another instance of relating against a common enemy.”

      “But Fatrastans and Palo hate each other now.”

      “Sure. Because loyalties change once they’re no longer convenient. Remember, informants have to blend in. The loyalties you wear on your sleeve have to match the people around you. It’s a kind of theatrics, and a good actor will tell you that the best way to get into a character’s head will be by relating to them, even if they’re the villain. To inform on enemies of the state, you have to think like one; to become one.” He made an expansive gesture. “That’s spycraft, summed up.”

      “I thought we weren’t spies.”

      “‘Informantcraft’ isn’t a word,” Michel said. He squinted around the bar, scrunching his face, and considered another drink. Maybe just half a glass.

      “You seem older than you look,” Dristan observed.

      Michel headed around the bar toward the tap. “It’s because I know what I’m about. Learn confidence – or at least how to feign it – and everyone will assume you’re ten years older than you really are. Helps to know your craft, too, and in this case my craft is keeping an eye on the Lady Chancellor’s people.” Michel put the glass up against the barrel, holding it there for several moments before opening the tap.

      Dristan seemed like a good kid. He might just be smart enough to make it through a few years of spying. Michel would give him an extra day or two of training, but he’d already decided to give Silver Rose Salacia – the person who would be Dristan’s handler – the thumbs-up. Unfortunately, in this line of work toss them in the bay and hope they learn to swim was the most efficient method of training. “What do you get out of this?” he asked, filling a second beer and sliding it down the bar to Dristan.

      “I get a Rose, don’t I?”

      The Roses were the Blackhat badge of authority, medallions that gave them their names – an Iron or Bronze Rose indicated a low rank, Brass or Silver a mid-rank, and Gold – well, Gold Roses were the Blackhat elites, privy to all the secrets and machinations of the Fatrastan government. They ran the country on behalf of the Lady Chancellor and held the wealth of the continent in their palms. Everyone coveted the Gold Roses. Few got them.

      But even getting an Iron Rose could be a huge step up for someone from the slums like Dristan. If Dristan survived a mission or two he might jump straight up to a Brass Rose.

      “Other than the Rose,” Michel said.

      Dristan took a drink, looking down at his hands for a long moment, then said, “The Blackhats will take care of my sisters. Keep them fed, housed, out of the whorehouses. They’ll take care of them even if I die, so long as I remain loyal.”

      Michel nodded. It was a common enough story. A lot of horrible shit was said about the Blackhats – most of it true – but they always took care of their own. “A piece of advice for you,” he said. “You’ve got a life right now, a family, happy memories?” He held out his hand, pointing to invisible objects on his palm.

      “Yeah.”

      “When you go into cover, you have to become someone else entirely. Don’t think about your old life, not even for a second, or you may betray yourself in a weak moment. Eat, sleep, breathe, even think like Plinnith the farmer’s son, or whoever the pit you become.” He made a fist. “Take all those happy thoughts and put them into a little marble in the back corner of your brain and don’t even look at it until the job is finished. I’m not an informant anymore – just a midlevel Blackhat serving at her Lady Chancellor’s pleasure – but I was in your spot once. The marble trick is how I got through it.”

      “You were a spy – er, an informant?”

      “Why do you think I’m sitting here telling you all this? I’ve been undercover three times, which is twice too many for someone operating in a single city. It’s a miracle nobody recognized me those second and third stints. But it also means I’ve done this a lot, so I get a few hours to pass on my experience to somebody like you.”

      “Why did you do it?”

      Michel considered the question for a moment. “Like you, I did it for the Rose.” He looped a thumb through the cord around his neck and showed Dristan the silver medallion that dangled against his chest at all times. “I also did it for Fatrasta,” he said honestly. “Because I wanted to make a difference.”

      “Did you make a difference?”

      “When you finish your first assignment, come and find me. I’ll tell you about the Powder Mage Affair.” Michel looked at his half-full glass and set it on the bar, more than a little annoyed with himself. Four glasses of beer before seven in the morning was excessive, even by his standards. There was a sudden thump, bringing Michel’s head around, and the door to the pub suddenly opened.

      A familiar face peered in. It was a man in a black, long-sleeved shirt with a row of black buttons up the left breast and matching black trousers – the typical uniform of the Lady Chancellor’s secret police. He was missing a button from his left cuff, which irritated Michel to no end. He wore a Brass Rose openly pinned to his shirt. “Agent Bravis, sir,” he said.

      “Son of a… Damn it, Warsim, this is a safe house. I train people here. People see you coming in here, wearing that, at this hour and…” Michel swore to himself several more times. His foul mood was just finally starting to turn for the better and Warsim had to show up and ruin his favorite safe house. “What the pit is it?”

      Warsim ducked his head, grimacing. “Sorry, sir. I didn’t have much of a choice. You’ve been summoned to the grand master’s office. Fidelis Jes wants to see you.”

      “Why?” Michel was taken aback. He wasn’t a Gold Rose. He had no dealings with the grand master. A cold sweat broke out on the back of his neck. “Me? He asked for me by name?”

      “That’s what I was told.”

      Michel pushed away his beer and desperately hoped he’d have time to sober up. Pit, he was sober now. Being called into the grand master’s office was like being dunked in the bay. “Right. What time?”

      “You have an appointment for eight fifteen.”

      Michel checked his watch and glanced over at Dristan. “Get out of here,” he said. “Lesson canceled.”

      “Should I come back tomorrow?”

      “No. If things work out, I’ll come find you soon and we’ll get you back in training.”

      “And if not?”

      Michel double-checked his watch. The grand master. Bloody pit. “Forget we ever spoke.”
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      “Progress.”

      It was an unimposing word, and not even that particularly fun to say, but it was bandied about in the newspapers so much that you’d think it was the name of Fatrasta’s new god. As if Fatrasta, a land of bickering immigrants, a twice-stolen nation of industrialized robbery, would ever spawn its own god. Landfall, the capital city of Fatrasta, would chew up a god and spit it out and it would barely make the newspapers.

      Styke sat squeezed on an uncomfortable wooden bench in a narrow hallway. There were half a dozen others on the same bench – broken, beaten men who looked twenty years older than their age. They stared at the floor or the ceiling, avoiding eye contact, either praying or buried in their own desperate thoughts. Light streamed in through a high, barred window, and someone with a rickety cough hacked out their lungs in a nearby room.

      On Styke’s lap was a worn, four-month-old newspaper, with PROGRESS emblazoned across the front of the first page. He considered the word for several minutes and thought of ripping the paper up as a way to vent the disgust it caused in him, but it was hard enough to get a newspaper in the labor camps and he’d traded a week’s tobacco ration for this one.

      Instead, he produced a semi-carved piece of wood, clutching it as tightly as he could manage with his mangled left hand. With his right he began working at the wood with a small knife he’d stolen from the mess hall, thumb on the back of the blade, shaving bits off mechanically as he read.

      The newspaper reported Adran mercenaries hard at work “taming the frontier.” Landfall was to open three more labor camps around the city to accommodate convicts shipped over from the Nine. Riots had broken out in the Palo quarter over the public hanging of a young radical. Trade had still not normalized with Kez, despite their civil war ending six years ago.

      Styke snorted. The world, as he determined from the contents of any newspaper he could get his hands on, had changed little in the ten years since his sentencing. It was still filled with the greedy, violent, poor, angry, and not much else. He shifted his attention from the paper to the carving in his hand, whittling details into the soft pine for the next several minutes.

      He held his handiwork up to the morning light. It wasn’t a bad little canoe, if he did say so himself. It was as long as his palm, thin and sleek, the outside covered in Palo markings. Certainly well done despite a dull knife and a crippled hand. He blew shavings off the back of his arm, then folded his newspaper and forced himself to stand, scowling as it took his right leg just a few seconds too long to obey his command.

      He walked to the door leading into the courtyard and opened it a crack. Just outside waiting on the stoop was a young girl, though one might have easily mistaken her for a boy behind the mask of grime and filth that came from living in a labor camp. She was barefoot, wearing an old shirt of Styke’s that had to be tied at the neck and waist to keep it from falling off. She looked like a starving sparrow with half its feathers plucked out.

      “Celine,” he whispered.

      The girl perked up, turning her head. “Ben! You get out?” she asked excitedly.

      Styke shook his head. “Haven’t even gone inside yet,” he responded. “Here.” He slipped the canoe through the crack before a guard could notice the door was open. “It might be a couple hours.”

      “I’ll wait.”

      Styke closed the door quietly and limped back to his seat, suppressing a groan as he lowered himself onto the hard bench. One of the other inmates glanced toward the door, then over at him, but quickly lowered his gaze.

      Only a few minutes passed before a door opened at the far end of the hallway and a guard appeared. Styke couldn’t remember his name, but he knew he’d served in the Kez army as military police back before the war. He was a big man, taller than most with forearms as big around as powder kegs. The guard looked out across the sorry lot on the bench and whirled his truncheon absently. He wore the same sunflower-yellow smocks as the other guards, a facsimile of the Fatrastan military jackets that Styke himself used to wear.

      He glared at Styke. “You,” he said. “Convict 10642. You’re up.”

      Styke climbed to his feet and limped toward the guard.

      “Hurry it up there,” the guard said. “I haven’t got all day.”

      I wonder, Styke thought to himself, what you’d look like without arms.

      “Pit,” the guard breathed as Styke came up beside him, “you’re a big one, aren’t you?”

      Styke averted his gaze. He knew what kind of attention his size attracted. It was never good, not here. Guards liked to make examples of the biggest inmates to keep everyone else in line.

      I could squash you like a bug. The thought came unbidden, and Styke quickly suppressed it. No room for that kind of thinking here. He was a model inmate, and he’d continue to be until his time was done, or else he’d be here until they worked him to death. A brief memory flashed through his mind – blood-spattered gauntlets on his fists, sword in hand, belting out a lancer’s hymn as he waded, unhorsed, through enemy grenadiers, each one as big as this arrogant guard. He blinked, and the vision was gone.

      The guard finally took a step back and held the door open for Styke, directing him down another dusty hall with only a single window. “First door on the right.”

      Styke followed the instructions and soon found himself in a small, brick room. It reminded him of a confessional at a Kresim church, though instead of a wicker screen between him and the next room over, there was a thick, iron grate over the window. Above it was a sign in broad letters that said PAROLE. The room was well lit, probably so the judge could get a good look at the monster he was about to let loose on the world.

      “Please sit,” a voice said from behind the iron grate.

      Styke sat on a low wooden stool, nervously listening to it creak beneath his bulk.

      Several moments of silence followed, until Styke lifted his gaze from the floor to peer through the iron grate. He’d been through this process twice before now, and he knew the song and dance. Parole judges were simply whichever senior prison administrator had the time for you, meaning that the difference between freedom and another two years of hard labor depended heavily on whether they’d gotten up on the right side of the bed that morning.

      What Styke saw on the other side of the grate made his heart sing.

      “Raimy?” he asked.

      Four-thumb Raimy wasn’t much to look at. She was a middle-aged woman, small and unimposing, with a pair of spectacles dangling on a chain around her neck, and dressed in what passed for a smart suit in the labor camps. She was the camp accountant and quartermaster. Being one of the few inmates who could read, write, and do sums, Styke had helped her with the books on more than one occasion. He liked the quiet of her office, where Celine could play on the floor and he could stay out of trouble.

      Raimy coughed. She shuffled through her papers, picked up her pencil, and promptly fumbled, letting it roll across the desk and onto the floor. Instead of retrieving it, she carefully plucked a new one from her front jacket pocket and tested the tip.

      “Benjamin,” she said.

      “How’s it going, Raimy?” he asked.

      She gave him a wan smile. “Cough’s bad. You know the dust on these dry days. How’s your knee?”

      Styke shrugged. “Hurts. Friend of mine got that cough once, back during the war. He added honey to his whiskey. Didn’t clear it up completely, but it sure made him less miserable.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” She cleared her throat, the sound turning into a coughing fit, then shuffled through her papers once more before continuing on in a formal tone. “Convict 10642, Benjamin Styke. Your ten-year parole hearing has begun. Is there anyone to speak for you?”

      Styke glanced around the tiny room. “I’m not allowed letters or outside communication, so I’m not sure if anyone even knows I’m still alive.”

      “I see,” Raimy said. She checked a box on the paper in front of her, muttering, “no advocates,” before continuing on in her formal tone. “Benjamin Styke, you were sentenced to the firing squad for disobeying orders from your superior officer during the revolution. Your sentence was reduced by the grace of the Lady Chancellor to twenty years of hard labor. Is this correct?”

      “I wouldn’t say reduced,” Styke said, holding up his mangled hand and spreading the fingers as well as he could. “They gave it two goes before deciding it would be easier to have me dig trenches than soak up bullets.”

      Raimy’s eyes widened and the formal tone disappeared. “Two volleys from the firing squad? I had no idea.”

      “That was my crime,” he confirmed, lowering his hand. “And my sentence.”

      Raimy coughed, dropped another pencil, and fetched a new one before checking a box. “Right. Well, Mr. Styke, I’ve spent the last hour reviewing your case. You’ve gone seven years since a violent incident and five since any marks have been made against your record. Considering the, uh” – she cleared her throat – “average life span of an inmate at Sweetwallow Labor Camp is only about six years, I’d say you’ve done very well for yourself.”

      Styke found himself sitting on the edge of the stool, ignoring the protests from his bad knee as he leaned forward. “Have I been granted parole?” he breathed, not daring to show the elation growing inside him.

      “I think…” Raimy was cut off by a sudden knock on the door on her side of the grate. She frowned, setting her pencil down carefully, and stood up to answer it. “One moment,” she told him, then stepped outside.

      Styke could hear muted voices on the other side of the room, but nothing loud enough to understand. The voices suddenly grew louder, until Raimy broke into a coughing fit. Silence followed, then Raimy came back inside the room.

      She had another piece of paper in her hand, and she carefully set it flat on the table, then slid it beneath the rest of his file. She stared at the desk, one finger drumming nervously.

      Styke didn’t know what this meant, but it couldn’t be good. He was almost falling off his stool now, and wanted to reach through the iron grate and shake her. “Parole,” he said helpfully.

      Raimy seemed to snap out of her reverie and looked up at him, smiling. “Ah, where was I? Yes, well, I have good news and bad news, Mr. Styke. The bad news is that I must, in good conscience, deny you parole.” She continued on quickly: “The good news is that I am able to offer you a transfer to a labor camp with a less… dangerous reputation. Soft labor, as some of us like to call it.” She let out a nervous chuckle, coughed, and continued: “The beds will be softer, the hours shorter, and the facilities better.”

      Styke stared, his heart falling. “Another labor camp?” he asked flatly. He felt in shock, as if he’d been punched in the gut. “This is my life. Do you think I care if my bed is a little softer?”

      A bead of sweat rolled down Raimy’s temple.

      “I know you can let me out,” Styke said, slapping the wall with his good hand. The sound made Raimy jump. “I know it’s up to your discretion. I’ve kept my head down for ten years. I’ve taken beatings without a protest, I’ve starved when the gruel is thin. Bloody pit, I taught you to read after you faked your way into a job as the camp quartermaster. I thought we were friends, Raimy.”

      Raimy remained still. Her hands lay flat on the table, her eyes straight ahead like a deer caught in the garden. Her only movement was a violent tremble moving up and down her body. “I’m sorry,” she said quietly.

      “Sorry? Sorry for what?”

      “I didn’t know you were that Ben Styke.”

      “What do you mean by that Ben Styke? How many of us do you think there are?” Styke stood up, barely feeling the twinge in his knee through the anger. His head grazed the ceiling of the parole cell. For some reason, the tremble going through Raimy’s body made him even angrier. They’d spent countless days together in her unguarded office, even had a few laughs together. She’d flirted with him. And now she was shaking, terrified, even though she was behind an iron grate? “Are we friends?” he demanded.

      “Yes,” Raimy squeaked.

      Styke wrapped his good hand and the two working fingers of his bad hand around the bars of the grate. He tightened his grip and, with one solid yank, ripped it out of the wall. Raimy’s mouth fell open but she remained transfixed as he set the grate to one side and leaned in over her desk, fishing through her papers until he came to the last one.

      It was a note on stationery from the office of the Lady Chancellor. It had three sentences:

      Mad Ben Styke, formerly Colonel Styke of the Mad Lancers, is a violent murderer guilty of several war crimes. He must be denied parole. Make it convincing. 

      It was signed by Fidelis Jes, head of the Lady Chancellor’s secret police.

      Styke could hear someone yelling in the hallway. They’d heard the racket, and the yelling was soon followed by the pounding footsteps of the guards. Styke crumpled up the note and flicked it into Raimy’s face. “You can stop your damned trembling, then. I don’t hurt my friends.”

      He turned away from her, spreading his arms wide, and waited for the first guard to come through the door.
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      Michel was in a tiny, out-of-the-way neighborhood called Proctor, about a mile and a half west of the docks and two hundred feet above them in the very center of the Landfall Plateau. Favored by pensioned veterans and small immigrant families, Proctor wasn’t a great part of town, but it wasn’t a slum like Greenfire Depths, either. Most people couldn’t find it on a map, and that made it a good place to stay out of trouble. Or in Michel’s case, keep someone else out of trouble.

      Fidelis Jes wants to see you. 

      The words frayed Michel’s nerves in a way that very few sentences could. It was just an hour after canceling his training session, and he paused to read the note Warsim had handed him. It was on embossed stationery marked with a Platinum Rose. No mistaking that signature. Only two people in Fatrasta had a Platinum Rose – Fidelis Jes, and the Lady Chancellor herself.

      What could the grand master want with a Silver Rose? Michel had seen Fidelis Jes on many occasions at headquarters. They’d even exchanged a few words. But Michel had never been summoned to his office.

      Perhaps, he reasoned, it was a mistake. Or perhaps he’d be meeting with someone else in the grand master’s office. A niggling fear in the back of his head told him that he’d let something slip to the wrong person and he was to be brought up on charges against the state. He wanted to dismiss it as a ridiculous notion, but not even the most loyal Blackhat was beyond reproach. Surely, he decided, he’d have woken up in a cell if that were the case.

      “The wrong word at the wrong time,” he muttered to himself, “can lose you your head in this city.”

      He smiled reassuringly at his reflection in a nearby shop window. “You’re a damned good Blackhat. You’ll be fine.”

      “Says you. Look, just take care of this thing and then you can go get your face stomped in by the grand master.”

      He checked his pocket watch. His meeting with the grand master was in forty-five minutes. He’d want to be early but, he thought as he eyed the house across the street, there were some things more important than work, and this was one of them. It was a task he was going to leave until tonight, but depending on his talk with Fidelis Jes he might not have the opportunity. He crossed the street, taking the alleyway around to the back door, and was inside after slipping the lock with the blade of his knife.

      The little house wasn’t much to see. It had one room with a loft bed upstairs. The table and both chairs were covered in old penny novels. There was a rocker over by the window, empty, with a red shawl draped over the back. The air smelled strongly of lavender, likely to
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