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    Chapter One: The Squire 
 
    'Tell me Heun, are you afraid of death? More specifically, are you worried that log might leave behind a grieving widow if you actually manage to cut it properly?' 
 
    'No sir.' 
 
    'You're shaking.' 
 
    'It's just a little cold is all,' Heun said, in a much too thin tunic and straining to keep a tight grip on the big axe Viktor had given him. It was abysmally large against the boy's frame. 
 
    'It is,' Viktor agreed, 'though you will often find yourself having to perform executions shirtless, or in a very light tunic. There's not much point in dressing up in one's Sunday best only to have to wash them of blood afterwards. You understand?' 
 
    'Yes sir.' 
 
    'I'm no knight, Heun. You can just call me by my name. Let me see your swing again.' 
 
    Heun nodded, perhaps happy for the change in topic. He was a little thin and short for his age, but he'd been training to be a knight for seven years and that showed in the way he carried the axe. It was still far too big for him, but he knew how to compensate for that in the way he held it, planting himself firmly on the ground with a wide stance, as if he were about to sweep afore the foe with a war hammer. 
 
    'Still a little too stiff for this work. You have less to worry about keeping your footing solid or being mobile enough to dodge a stray blow of the sword. It's all about the motion and the build-up to a singular strike. In battle, the sword supports the body. The sword is secondary to the good form and safety of the body. 
 
    'To perform an execution, you must think oppositely. The body is merely a carrier of the blade, and there is only one opportunity to take a clean blow of the head.' 
 
    'Got it.' 
 
    'Loosen up a bit, move around. Don't hold the axe so tight. Barring the most outrageous of circumstances, there's nowt chance of you suddenly having to use the axe to defend yourself. The condemned will already be in chains or ropes and if a crowd were to become agitated, you would have to drop the axe and use a smaller sword to keep yourself alive on the platform.' 
 
    'Got it.' 
 
    He had improved a little, his stance was more limber. Underneath the boy's locks of platinum blonde and set in a skinny face that had yet to set into its final shape with age, his blue eyes were narrowed in concentration. He had been through the swordsman's drills a hundred times before and he knew how to listen, and when to speak to make it known that he had understood. 
 
    It was always a game of tug-o'-war, the relationship between swordsman and student, ever a battle about gleaming as much knowledge as possible without breaking decorum or disrespecting the teacher. Heun was all too used to teachers that would bark angrily at him for the slightest mistake. It made him too eager to listen and improve quickly and too focused on the physicality of it to hear what was being said, to understand. 
 
    Viktor might have entertained the thought of being a knight once upon a time, though if he had it would have been when he was much younger and much stupider. As it was, he was very well sick of people attempting to teach him lessons the hard way, and a life of constantly drilling and constantly referring to people as 'sir' only had him gripping his own axe overly tightly. 
 
    Viktor breathed the old anger away and repeatedly slammed the shaft of his own axe into the ground, still harsh and a little cracked from the winter frost. Less a motion of irritation as something to occupy his own bored, cold hands. A month or so from now the spring melt would come, and he would have many heads to cleave. 
 
    He both looked forward to and resented that. 
 
    Then he pulled another relatively big log up and slid it into place on the stump. 'The metric is as follows: if the axe and the executioner can split a log going with the grain in one strike, and he can do it consistently, he has the basics down pat.' 
 
    'Sir, erm, Viktor. If I can ask something?' 
 
    'Of course.' 
 
    'Why is the... form so important here? You said yourself that I don't have to worry about anyone attacking me, and the prisoner will already be bound. There... doesn't seem like there should be this much ceremony to an execution.' 
 
    'Not ceremony as much as.... professionalism.' Viktor held a palm up with three pale fingers outstretched, trying not to let the shivering of his own hand show. 
 
    'Three strikes. This is all you get. The ideal is to neatly sever the neck in a single strike, fast and brutal so that death comes almost instantly, but even the best axeman might trip or encounter a dull blade. And yet while you're getting ready for another blow, the condemned is screaming hell from a partially chopped neck or a back of the skull that's been caved in. There will be blood everywhere, and the crowd will not be pleased.' 
 
    'Why three strikes?' 
 
    'By law, an executioner that takes more than that will very likely face an accusation of his own, and the courts do not look kindly on men of the axe that are seen to be either incompetent or cruel. I've seen some hanged for this.' Viktor drew a thumb across his neck. 
 
    Heun gulped and unconsciously rubbed at his own neck a little. Viktor chuckled a little in the back of his throat. 'It's not so bad. As long as you practice enough before you're expected to take someone's head from them, you've little to worry about. And even Adelstradian courts will move towards being lenient if it’s a genuine mistake or something outside of your control.' 
 
    'Right.' Heun didn't look relieved, still scratching his throat warily. 
 
    'Stop that. A nervous executioner provokes doubt, and doubt can turn a crowd sympathetic to the condemned and subsequently violent. I wasn't joking about how I keep a side-sword on me in case I need to slash my way through a tight throng of angry townsfolk.' 
 
    'How many times have you had to do that?' 
 
    Viktor shook his head, adjusting the loose black hood that was the ceremonial mark of his profession. 
 
    'None. Well, not during an execution anyway, but I've sometimes had to... adjust the attitudes of bereaved family members that hold me responsible for the death of their loved one. You've never seen my face bare during one, have you?' 
 
    'No. But I don't like to watch executions. It's why my father sent me to you, I guess. Besides, I haven't actually seen your face at all. No one has.' 
 
    'Hmph. I'll air my grievances with your father for using the chopping block as a lesson-teaching apparatus at a later time. Back to the work. What do you suppose the hood is for?' 
 
    'To hide your identity, of course.' 
 
    'Mm-mm. There's not a soul in Adelstrad that hasn't heard of Viktor the Executioner and there'd be little point in really trying to hide my face. Everyone already knows of me, as well as where I live, what I sound like and roughly how tall I am. 
 
    'The tradition might have begun during the old times when there were so many political executions that it became a question of safety to make it unknown who it was that killed whom. Risk of reprisal from family members and all that. But it wasn't really practical. There are only so many professional executioners in one city. 
 
    'These days the hood is purely ceremonial. To hide my face, for the law has no face and justice has no expression. Only consequences, carried out without regard for personal opinions of the hands that may enforce them. The same line of thinking has the Merchant Guard cover their faces in those sneering masks of theirs, for all are equally subject to the law, and the law hates all offenders equally.' 
 
    'I dunno, it seems like there are a lot of big gruff men in the city. You might just be mistaken for an off-duty guard. You're not that easy to place.' 
 
    'Maybe I might go out for a stroll to buy some bread one day with it off and it might take a few minutes or hours or maybe even days but eventually the question of exactly who the hell I am and exactly where I came from will be asked, especially if people are already looking for me. Word travels fast in this city. Thank the Guild of Rumours for that. 
 
    'It's just not really practical and even then, if I killed someone and their brother or uncle or whatever wanted me dead, they'd just track me down to my house rather than try to find me in the street. It really only does so much to conceal an identity.' 
 
    'I mean, again. It's only a voice and a rough picture of your height and build, and only a few people will have come into regular contact with you to even get a feel of that.' 
 
    'Alright, fine, boy. The hood does help keep my face an unknown factor, which is purely beneficial in my line of work, but it's not as great for that as you assume and I mostly just continue to wear it when I'm not on duty because I enjoy the sound of crying children and the sight of scared townspeople scattering before me like so much wheat before the reaper's scythe. Happy?' 
 
    'That's dark.' 
 
    'Old northern traditions can be very dark, as are the men charged with upholding them. But fortunately for you, it's mostly just a question of aesthetics at this point. I suspect the Merchant Guard secretly just really like the way the scary masks look while they're taking sheep and having sex with bribe money, or was it the other way around?' 
 
    Heun chuckled into a hand. 'You know, you're actually really funny for a guy that kills people for a living.' 
 
    'What can I say, there's only so many people that need to be tortured or interrogated or killed in one day and one eventually gets bored of sitting by oneself, playing with one's own penis for lack of anything better to do. Enough talk for now. Show me your technique again.' 
 
    Heun obliged, quickly moved into a striking position and then had to catch himself when Viktor's eyes narrowed. 
 
    'Sorry. Too used to doing it quickly. Necessity of the battlefield.' 
 
    'It's fine. Muscle memory is a pain, and a liability. But remember, this isn't a battlefield, not if you do your job properly. And doing your job properly requires that you do it carefully. This is a sick cross between being an actor, being a guard, and being a lawyer. The three professions most reviled by society rolled into one, and if you're ever expected to do this yourself, there will be the danger of things going horribly wrong.' 
 
    Viktor gave Heun a hearty shove to emphasise the point, and the young man balked and almost fell onto the log, managing to split it but at an awkward angle. 
 
    'What was that for?' 
 
    'Simulating the conditions of someone throwing rotten fruit at you. Or knives. Or boiling oil. Or dwarfs. Or aborted foetuses. Or undead, boiled, aborted dwarf foetuses threatening you with knives. It depends on what the person you're killing is accused of and how much the crowd agrees with the sentence. Now this isn't a bad chop, but you've cut diagonally, which has only served to increase the distance the axe has to travel to get to the bottom of the neck, which is a bad habit. And bad habits lead to bad results. So you fail. Bad.' 
 
    Viktor pulled a rotten fruit out of a nearby basket and chucked it into the back of Heun's head none too gently. The seventeen-year-old grumbled and wiped it off. 
 
    'Still don't get what the fruits are for...' 
 
    'Better them than dwarfs or aborted foetuses,' Viktor chuckled. 
 
    'There's no way either of those have ever been thrown at you.' 
 
    '...Okay, you got me. I did have a dwarf try to tackle me once, but it was of his own volition, and I mostly just threw in the undead aborted foetus line because it's grim and horrifying and I have a reputation to maintain.' 
 
    At that, Viktor fished into one of the pockets in his leather vest, black and tacked with various small studs and spikes that served to soften blows and make him very difficult to grab onto. 
 
    Just another thing to keep around in case a riot broke out during an execution. He was legally entitled to defend himself if someone tried to shank him in the street, but if he killed someone during a riot that started at the chopping block, even in self-defence, he was likely to himself get hanged, so it was better to make it so that he was hard to hurt or grab, more time to get the hell out of dodge. 
 
    Plus, he also really liked the way he looked when he was all spikey. The vest went well with his dark trousers and the heavy long-sleeved tunic that was such a necessity this far north, and the big black stompy boots only completed the look.  
 
    Looking scary was itself a useful thing in this part of the world, in case he ever needed to leverage intimidation. 
 
    Which was often. 
 
    He pulled out three copper coins—each artfully minted in the shape of a perfect square and adorned with a crow on the heads side and the outline of Mount Adelstrad's peaks on the tails—and set them on the stump with the same kind of finality a man might place a headstone down, watching Heun's pale face as each one tapped into place. He couldn't help the deep, malicious chuckle that rumbled out of his throat at that. 
 
    'Enough for two men to each have a watered-down beer and a very small snack at the tavern. Now, the way to teach a man to fix his angle is simple. If you can sever all three of these coins down the middle in such a way that I can give you neatly half change to buy your own food with tonight, I might be convinced to graduate you to a cow's carcass instead of wood. It's much less grating on the bones, by the way.' 
 
    Heun pulled a face at the money. 'Come on. Now you're just showing off. There's no way you could slice those all cleanly.' 
 
    'My, someone certainly got gobby very fast after I gave him some slack. Take an arm when a hand's offered, will we? And at the prospect of a literal free lunch? You're a noble's son. How much do you bet I can't manage three clean cuts?' 
 
    '...seventy-five coin.' 
 
    'Copper?' 
 
    'Yup. I'll even give you two to one odds, seeing as you're offering free food.' 
 
    'Hmph. Here I was hoping the man would put silver on the table. You know this job pays shit, right? But anyway. Move aside. Let me show you.' 
 
    Heun did as told. 'You want this axe?' 
 
    'No, that's only my spare and I don't keep it as sharp.' He thumbed the much larger axe he was holding. The handle and the shaft were made of much finer wood, a dark oak that had been lacquered finely, and the actual axe-head was longer, more curved and altogether more vicious looking than the one he had given Heun. 
 
    Viktor came up to about six feet, and even then, the axe was almost as tall as he was. He chuckled a little to himself as Heun took another much more sizeable gulp and several steps back. 
 
    'Now, watch. Properly.' He took a fluid pose, one where he could shift his weight on a dime, and didn't lower as much as Heun had. 'The blade does the work. I just follow it.' 
 
    He lowered the tip, freshly sharpened and slick with oil polish from that morning, directly onto one of the coins, so that it was resting incredibly gently on the surface of the copper piece, with not even enough force to nudge it being applied. 
 
    He brought the axe up a few centimetres to measure the swing, then down, then up again. He held his breath. 
 
    Then he exhaled, brought the weapon above his head while taking half a step back, let his lower body soften and relax even while his arms tautened and his torso flexed. He leaned into the swing as he brought the axe crashing downwards, dropping to one knee to let the weight of the motion bring him forwards and down to the ground. 
 
    Impact. 
 
   



 

 Chapter Two: The Black Hood 
 
    'That was incredible,' Heun noted with calm awe as they began the slow, ponderous march back to the city, Viktor fresh with the sound of coppers clanking off one another in his pockets. 
 
    No small amount of money. That single bargain had made just about a quarter of Viktor's rent that month, and evidently gotten him in the good graces of the Upper Watch Captain's son. 
 
    Not that he particularly cared. He personally found Heun a little grating. Not the bad sort, but grating. Like a puppy that wasn't cute. Like his father without the essence. Without the soft edges filed off into something sharper. 
 
    Nikolas himself was a bit of a wet blanket, but the kind that was that way by choice rather than lacking the capacity to kill everything in sight if he needed to. He wouldn't have been made watch captain if he was a soft touch. 
 
    Watch captains that were soft touches died. 
 
    He had respect enough for the man, a lot of respect actually, but they disagreed on almost everything. 
 
    Still, even insofar as he'd performed only two executions in his year working for the city, he did still technically answer to him, and he was a much more pleasant person to work for than his predecessor, so it was probably for the best that Viktor cave just this once and teach the fool-boy how to slice. 
 
    It wouldn't do to go out of his way to irritate Nikolas with a flagrant display of disobedience. Well, at least not any more than normal. 
 
    Even if it was a little nonsensical to ask him to teach Heun how to swing a neat cleave. Even if Nikolas had woken him up early for this bullshit. 
 
    'It's honestly not that impressive. The first thing I was taught was how to slice accurately. You have to if you want to cut through bone and not just flesh. We think of wood as having a grain that you don't go against if you want to cut. Necks are no different.' 
 
    At that, Viktor worked his own neck, carrying both axes over his shoulders by some leather straps he'd had made for them when he realised that he fucking hated carrying heavy things. 
 
    'I've seen trained swordsmen that couldn't make those kinds of cuts consistently.' 
 
    'In the heat of a fight, I doubt I'd be able to either. It's all just lack of rush. Battle is nothing but rush. Now, speaking of battle. Any reason why the Watch Commander woke me up at four in the morning, personally no less, to tell me I had to take you outside the city walls to teach you how to cut a head off of all things?' 
 
    'It's not really anything too complex.' Heun scratched at his face a little, and Viktor was once again struck by how young the boy was. 'He says my technical skills need work, but not nearly as much as my... stomach. I'm not bad as far as fighting goes, but I think he's worried I'll freeze up if I ever have to actually kill anything.' 
 
    'Right. And so the logic was... what exactly?' Viktor grumbled. 'I know I'm a relatively scary man with the perpetual rock-grumble voice and this hood and all'—he gestured to himself with two fingers—'but I'm not sure I have anything I can teach you.' 
 
    'Hmm? You've spent all morning showing me how to cut neatly.' Heun tilted his head at him. 
 
    'Exactly. I don't see the utility of that. I spent the morning teaching you a skill that is, for your purposes, relatively useless. You won't realistically be concerned with making the cuts neat in the middle of a melee.' 
 
    'I think it was more about the... mentality.' 
 
    'Ah, okay, I see.' Viktor didn't bother trying to wipe off the irritation that worked its way up his mouth. One of the perks of wearing a mask. You could sneer at people as much as you liked. 
 
    'I guess that this was one of those "Sonny boy needs to toughen up" things and he figured me taking you through the motions would get you used to thinking like that.' 
 
    'I think so.' 
 
    'Tch. It's no secret that your father and I don't see eye to eye on a lot of things, and this is one of them. I personally would have probably either kept you on with your formal training or taken you out hunting or something. Training is for technique, experience is for expertise. This accomplishes neither, whereas cleaving some goblin's head in two would have done both.' 
 
    The other comment he decided to bite his tongue on was the matter of age. 
 
    Viktor couldn't imagine training for battle since the age of ten, as most knights were, much less being expected to somehow develop a stomach for it in that time. He wondered what in the world Nikolas was playing at. Surely an experienced watch captain, one who was former military no less, would be able to understand that you didn't really know combat properly until you saw it yourself. 
 
    Heun frowned, evidently a little displeased at Viktor's criticism of his father, but he held his tongue. 
 
    'You speak like a soldier, or at least someone that knows what he's talking about. Before you became an executioner...?' He let the question trail off, realising that he had put his own foot in his mouth. 
 
    Viktor sighed as Heun turned his head away and focused on the polish of his own white armour, averting his gaze. 
 
    'How long have you been in Adelstrad, Heun? I know your father is new to his post by about six months.' 
 
    'I've been here for about two months, mostly in the keep. This is actually one of the first times I've left.' 
 
    'You're very new to this city. The first thing you'll want to understand if you want to do well here is that there are rules, and then there are rules. You're a noble, coming down the main road towards the great City of Statues.' 
 
    Viktor gestured through the snowfall, hopefully what might be the last of it, up towards the tall hill they were both slowly cresting as they made their way across the road. 
 
    Adelstrad wasn't nearly as beautiful in winter, but even the harsh snowfall couldn't make it less than pretty. Massive towers of pale, bleached stone jutted up to spike the crest of the hill, and the road they were on was paved and well-cobbled even down to the base of the incline. 
 
    From every tower and from the walls at periodic intervals hung two different sets of flags. One was a bright, striking red field with three golden crows set centre in flight, aiming upwards. The other was a more careful, dimmer blue, behind a white stag with one foot reared up proudly. 
 
    'See those flags? The red is the Baron's, the old family. The blue belongs to the combined DeWinter Houses. You've been told what that means?' 
 
    'The merchants. Or the mercantile houses.' 
 
    'Yes, both. The DeWinters are the richest people in this city, slightly more than even the Baron himself, and Hulkreug DeWinter is a hungry man. 
 
    'The Baron is a bitter man. Your father is a watch captain, specifically for the upper districts of the city. He is technically answerable only to the Baron himself, and yet he is forced by virtue of his position to consider the interests of the DeWinters and an array of smaller houses in everything he does.' 
 
    'I know all this. What's your point?' 
 
    'That maybe when your old man told you to come see me, he might've had something else in mind than what you thought. No disrespect towards you or your station, but what exactly did he say specifically?' 
 
    'He was brief. "You've been doing alright, Heun, but there's always room for improvement. You'll spend the day shadowing the executioner, getting a feel for how things are done."' 
 
    'Ah.' Viktor held a finger up pointedly. 'Were those his exact words?' 
 
    'Pretty much, yeah. Why?' 
 
    'He woke me up and told me to "show you the ropes" and didn't say much else besides, other than, "Get out of bed." Stubborn man loves his vagaries. Here I was beginning to think he was dumb.' 
 
    As Viktor spoke, a cart rumbled past them, and the sound of the wheels creaking against the hardened cobble almost obscured Heun's irritated muttering. 
 
    'You have something you want to say about or against my father?' Heun crossed his arms and developed a slight glare. 
 
    'Nothing personal, no. Just that he should've been more specific about what he wanted me to show you as far as "ropes" are concerned. He didn't want me to show you how to cut off a head, he wanted me to show you how to keep yours on.' 
 
    'Elaborate.' 
 
    'Gladly.' Viktor gestured for him to follow, then turned on his heels without waiting to see if Heun would. 
 
    'This city is a strange one, Heun, and it's unstable. The Grand Guild of Merchants and the nobles have been at one another's throats for decades. I mean, don't get me wrong, merchants and nobles all across Theronl have been experiencing tensions, but nowhere in the country is this all more evident than Adelstrad. There is no city in the world like this one, and there are a hundred and eight little rituals and rules that need to be observed here if you don't want to get your throat slit.' 
 
    Heun sighed his irritation away behind him. He had evidently been warned of at least some of this beforehand. It could be the only possible reason why a noble's son would let a commoner, never mind an executioner speak to him with such disregard for courtesy. 
 
    'Alright, fine. But why wouldn't he just say that? He's not that vague in his wording.' 
 
    'Practice, probably. I think when he said stomach, he meant it in the sense of... people skills. Everyone at the keep knows you're a bit of a recluse, which is fine, don't get me wrong. But you need to brush up on your pointless etiquette if you want to succeed your father someday.' 
 
    'Right.' 
 
    'I'll start with the obvious. Never, ever ask an executioner what he did before he became an executioner.' 
 
    '...Why?' Curiosity crept into Heun's voice as the anger crept out. Viktor chuckled darkly. 
 
    'Because we were all criminals in some form or another before we got the job. Many of the worst criminals are offered a chance to become executioners, in fact. We got the choice between managing the gallows or hanging from the gallows.' 
 
    'You're joking.' Heun's footfalls paused in the snow. 
 
    'Very often, yes, but not now. I'll let it slide because you're new and things are done very differently in the south, but in the northern provinces, asking executioners that question is akin to asking them to confess all their sins before you as if you were a priest in a confessional. It's an incredibly private, direct question to ask.' 
 
    '...Why would they do anything like that? I mean, what's the point of letting criminals be in charge of executing other criminals?' 
 
    'Suss it out. Like so many things in this city, the answer is both painfully concise and needlessly and arbitrarily complex. Would you sign up to kill people for a living?' 
 
    'I'm training to be a knight, so yeah.' Heun scoffed. 
 
    'Hmm, really? And you think it's the same? You who charges into battle on horseback, lance in one hand, armful of pretty maidens in the other, the glory of your king and the extolments of the adoring people ringing in your ears, defending monarch and country? Versus me, who cuts down defenceless men and women and very often gets ordered to torture those same men and women for reasons that are near-universally found to be insufficient by their families?' 
 
    '...You're in charge of upholding the law. Shouldn't that be considered an admirable profession?' 
 
    'The law is unfair, illogical and cruel. I've executed two people this past year, both before your father got here. One was an old man on his tenth trespassing charge. Poor old sod honestly didn't seem aware of the fact that he wasn't where he was supposed to be.' Viktor gestured to his own head and made a circular motion with his finger. 'I think his mind had just left the poor fool with time. Killing him was almost a mercy at that point.' 
 
    Heun gulped. 'And... and the other?' 
 
    'A girl, about your age, just shy of eighteen. She'd killed her father in a drunken duel, knifed him to death because he wouldn’t give her money for the red pixiedust. By that account, she well deserved death. And yet the sentence as ordered by your father's predecessor was that she be burnt at the stake, and I wonder if her slow screams as she burnt to a crisp weren't the anguished cries of an addict that had already drowned in the waters of her own guilt.' 
 
    '...That's disgusting.' 
 
    'It's the Baron's law. So yes, pretty much. In the northern countries, especially Theronl and our neighbours, executioners are amongst the lowliest of classes. We are less than the prostitutes, less than the knackers and the gamblers. Even the gong farmers and the thugs turn their noses up at me a little. Just about the only people that I outrank are the tax men, and even then, only by virtue of the fact that I could probably beat them all up by sneezing on them, the weaselly little nostril men...' 
 
    'And you think my father wanted me to shadow you... for why, exactly?' 
 
    'Because if you want to know a sewer, you ask the rats. If you want to know about a city, you ask its filth.' 
 
    '...Again, dark.' 
 
    Viktor scoffed. 'If you make that comment every time you come across something dark, you'll be wandering around saying the word "dark" a lot. So, I'd estimate the time to be about ten in the morning, right? Now, I don't normally like to even get out of bed earlier than ten, but whatever. I run on your father's schedule now. But you run on mine. Mine says that it's time for breakfast.' 
 
    '...I'm not sure how I feel about sharing a table with you without knowing if you're a murderer or a rapist.' 
 
    'Ha! You sound like the innkeeper. Can you believe that bitch made me pay for my own tankard that she keeps to the side with the word "filth" on it? Something about not contaminating the rest of her patrons with my bad humours. The only reason she lets me eat in that rundown tavern of hers at all is that she'd get a fine and a visit from the Baron's Watch if she threw me out based purely on this.' He gestured to his hood. 
 
    'But I thought you were a criminal? That seems like a perfectly reasonable reason to bar you from a tavern.' 
 
    'It does, yes. But just as the first lesson of this city is that there are a hundred and eight little rituals and rules that need to be kept, there are in counterbalancing force a thousand and sixteen dumb exceptions and caveats to each stupid rule.' 
 
    '...Now you're speaking like you're a bloody nobleman, or at least someone that's been in and out of a university. You can't possibly be some random criminal.' 
 
    Viktor sighed and motioned for Heun to not lag behind. 'Simplistic thinking, Heun. Two in three of the watch captains in the city are in the habit of letting silvers fall into their hands in exchange for their eyes turning the other way, and they aren't exactly setting a new precedent in doing so. I won't even begin to get into the way the nobles and merchants manage their affairs. Not all men that wear the good colours are good, and not all men that don't wear the good colours aren't good.' 
 
    'Seriously, I want to know what you did.' 
 
    'I want a dozen improbably attractive women to materialise and give my dick a good suckies, but that doesn't mean it's going to happen.' 
 
    'I'm the son of the garrison commander. I could order you to tell me.' 
 
    'The son of a commander of a portion of a garrison. And a new and untested commander at that. You really couldn't.' 
 
    'How do you figure that?' Heun stopped again, and the hiss of steel coming loose from its scabbard broke the silence of the snow. 
 
    He'd almost forgotten that the boy carried an arming sword with him. It might've been the snow. The white scabbard on the white armour on the white background made him look a bit like a floating blonde head, with a body that was invisible for the lack of contrast. 
 
    Viktor sighed and turned around. 'You want to see where that goes, Heun? You want to become an executioner yourself? Because I tell you now that there's a shortage of men who are vile enough for the job and the Baron likes ironic punishment. If you cut me down, you'd only take my place and have to explain to the next poor fuckface how this city works.' 
 
    'You said yourself that the DeWinters are richer than the Baron and that their interests have to be taken into account, at least by a little. The implication there was that there's conflict between the two. Maybe it's not the Baron that decides my sentence.' 
 
    Heun had an unhappy glare on his face, all traces of laughter gone. 
 
    'And yet you assume the DeWinters would give more of a fuck than the Baron. They'd probably give you an even worse sentence, just because you're a noble and they leave it unsaid but still very well known that they hate nobles.' 
 
    'Maybe I could take my chances.' 
 
    'Maybe you lose, and I separate you from your skin. Maybe I take that sword out of your hands and drag you back to your father. You know of me, Heun. You don't know me. 
 
    'So either come over here and try and fail to do something stupid with that sword and probably get yourself cut into bits in front of your old man for it or put it down and cool your fucking temper. I do still have the right to defend myself if someone tries to gut me. Well, except from angry mobs. They get gutting rights against executioners.' 
 
    'This isn't a joke.' 
 
    'Everything is a joke to someone. Now, you're young and naïve but you're no fool.'  
 
    Viktor approached Heun and, whilst keeping his hands raised and without motioning for either of his axes, slowly started to make lazy circles around the boy. 
 
    'You should have been fully aware that this city was full of insane shit when your father was posted here. You should know that there's a reason he made you wait four months between him getting here and summoning you here, and that that reason is that he was and is scared shitless that this city will kill you.' 
 
    Heun wasn't a fool, and duly started to back away as Viktor circled him, not letting himself be distracted by the calming tone and non-threatening gestures. Still, he said nothing and his face creased in uncertainty. 
 
    'You should know that he's a deeply cautious man that wouldn’t arbitrarily send you out with me if he didn't believe excruciatingly that I wouldn't do anything vile to you or anyone else without due warrant. He does have access to my records, and is honour-bound, for whatever that word is worth, to keep his mouth hole shut about them.' 
 
    Viktor shrugged his head down and to the side a little, halfway disarming and halfway mocking.  
 
    'Perhaps if you don't get yourself dead in an alley somewhere, you might one day become the new Watch Captain, and in turn get access to those records and sate that curiosity that sups at your soul so direly.' 
 
    Viktor chuckled. 
 
    'You know, assuming this city doesn't break out into civil war betwixt now and the vague, undefinable future where pappy dearest is dead and little Heun is miraculously still breathing. A future that I strongly feel I must detail as being incredibly malleable and in question depending on the actions you take in the ne—' 
 
    Viktor moved like a viper, and a leg that had waiting in exactly the right spot to move slammed into Heun's side, knocking his sword out of his fingers and possibly breaking a few in the process. The boy cried out and immediately tucked into a roll, hand slipping to the dagger at his side. 
 
    Viktor had been expecting him to play to his agility and was already planting the leg he had kicked out with firmly on the ground and pivoting forwards with his other. The axes slid free over his side and he roughly grabbed the cheaper one in his right hand. 
 
    The dagger came for his throat, surprisingly quickly, but he'd again been expecting to have to batter something aside and he had the advantage of having two weapons. The back of the larger, more expensive axe slammed into Heun's side while he was focusing on the other, and the boy cursed as he careened into the snow. 
 
    Viktor picked his fallen sword up and waggled his eyebrows through the eyeholes of his mask. Heun spat and furiously got to his feet, still holding on to his dagger. 
 
    'Yeah, no. Those odds are even less pretty than they were five seconds ago. That brings me neatly to my third lesson. Don't be an idiot. Of course I'd start talking all sweet to make you doubt your desire to stick me and subsequently lower your guard a little before I moved. 
 
    'The fact that everything I said was true doesn't discount the fact that I was clearly working on your guard. I mean, really Heun? I even did the obvious predatory circling of imminent scheming and you still let me play at your heartstrings. Heaven help you if you ever meet a girl, mate.' 
 
    'Fuck off.' 
 
    'Yeah, yeah.' 
 
    Heun blinked in surprise when Viktor casually tossed him his sword back. 
 
    'Like I said, I don't mean you any harm, Heun. And, do you know, I think perhaps the thing that got me into this hood, while being strictly my own business and the business of no one else, isn't really quite as bad as you're imagining. From our very brief conversations that began this morning and come up to the grand total of like, three, do I seem like the kind of man that just arbitrarily wakes up one day and decides to commit arson or eat children?' 
 
    '...No.' 
 
    'Okay, so?' 
 
    Heun scowled, but slid his dagger back into where it had been hidden in his boot. He picked his sword up and sheathed it. 'So that doesn't improve it. You said yourself that this city is weird. I see this for myself now. Maybe you're the kind of criminal that was altogether worse. You wouldn’t do it arbitrarily, that much is clear from speaking to you. From what the old man has said of you. You'd have a plan for whatever you did to deserve that hood.' 
 
    'Oh wow. Smart boy actually manages to impress tall man.' Viktor clapped mockingly. 'If you keep on improving at this pace, we'll graduate you to the cognitive abilities of an eight-year-old in no time.' 
 
    Heun held his gaze for a few seconds, then snorted in amusement despite himself. 
 
    'Fine. But I will have this conversation with my father this afternoon.' 
 
    'I mean, God, it's better than me talking to him. I'd say mean, mean words after he sent me out into the cold so early in the damned morning.' 
 
   



 

 Chapter Three: The Long Upwards 
 
    In the time it took them to stretch the last vile kilometre or so of hill before they got to the front gates, Heun's temper had cooled off considerably. Perhaps he was just quick to regain his wits once he lost them, perhaps he felt bad for drawing steel first. Maybe Viktor got especially lucky and he'd actually digested what he'd said. 
 
    He doubted it. No one ever listened to him and his good points. If they did, there'd be no fucking problems. 
 
    'Now, out of curiosity. I need to ask you something,' Viktor began. 
 
    '...Alright,' Heun said awkwardly. 
 
    'Exactly how much has your father told you about this city? Knowing him, it's a coin's toss whether he has sat you down in constant lessons about what to do and what not to do, or simply kept you cloistered in that Upper Keep without filling you in on much of anything.' 
 
    Heun was quiet for several moments as they prodded along the ground for the last hundred metres, the massive gates of Adelstrad almost within spitting distance. At this point, the climb was so steep that they hadn't even crested it enough to properly see the bottom of the great doors yet. 
 
    Between the slippery snow, the agonising glare from the horribly bright white walls, and the fact that the ground was at a near forty-five-degree angle upwards once one got to this point of the climb, this portion of the journey was when it became beyond obvious Adelstrad was either a siege engineer's wet dream or his waking nightmare, depending on if he was taking the city or defending it. 
 
    Then again, as they walked up the massive, wide steps of solid white rock that the road had turned into near the final eighth of the journey, Viktor mused that he wasn't sure you could even pay a siege engineer enough to try to take Adelstrad. 
 
    "Impossible to besiege" was not an accurate descriptor for how stupidly tough the city was in its construction and defence. 
 
    Most cities had a wall. Adelstrad had three main walls, each stupidly tall and dividing the city into its largest main districts. Just about every street ended in another gate or easily defensible staircase, and every courtyard could get turned into a choke point at a moment's notice. 
 
    That was long before one got to the three colossal main keeps that oversaw the numerous smaller garrison houses dotting the city, or the fact that the entire settlement was built so vertically that while you did technically walk up to the city for two or so kilometres on a what was just a very, very, very steep hill, it very, very rapidly grew into an actual fucking mountain as you went deeper towards the centre, topping off with one of the only buildings in the entire city that wasn't made of dark wood or white or grey rock. 
 
    The ugly red scar that was the Baron's Crimson Palace, hewn and carved directly from the bleeding stone at the peak of the mountain rather than built into it, speared itself upwards. A quarter of a kilometre of twisting, winding ever-thinning ambition that snaked its way to the skies so that the Baron could grab them in his old, iron-handed fists from the needle-sized pinprick that was the upper palace chambers and rattle the firmament with his bitterness.  
 
    The Crimson Palace stretched up to the skies so that he might tear them down and proclaim his supremacy to all. Or at least that's what Viktor supposed the old fuck imagined himself doing, rather than simply wasting away on a throne of stone and issuing increasingly erratic orders to a city that was very rapidly moving beyond him. 
 
    Only a colossal, numberless legion of slaves spending their entire lives carving away rocks to create roads and stairs and buildings had made it possible for the ancients to first settle here, and even then, it had taken them the better part of a century to build even the beginnings of the city. 
 
    Only the very highest portions of the mountain had been built on, the sheerest bits. Once one started heading back down the massive stairs and roads, the ground eventually smoothed out into some particularly non-arable farmland that barely fed the city and one or two small hamlets the Lower Watch barely even bothered to patrol. 
 
    Then if you went past those last few outposts of human civilisation, you'd find the slow, creeping transition into nothing but an apparent infinity of dark, snowy forests where disgusting, horrifying things slept and slithered. 
 
    The conditions around the mountain were as much a defence as the steep terrain itself, bordered to the immediate north by treacherous sea and in every other direction by yet more dangerous mountains, caves and cliffs, or creatures that made falling to your death look pleasant. 
 
    No single man could ever tame Adelstrad. It was too huge, and the people were too eager for excuses to knife one another. The Baron's grip on the city, as well as that of his ancestors, had always been historically weak. 
 
    Save for perhaps the First, it was power that needed to be wielded indirectly and propped up with the support of the noble houses. 
 
    And that grip had weakened significantly the day the Baron's father, an old man himself at that point, had signed the paper that allowed the merchant houses the right to tax and police their own small portions of the city. The sum the merchants had paid for that had been massive, stupidly massive, but their descendants were reaping the cusp of political ascendancy for it. 
 
    And the now old Baron was dead, and his son was old too, and oscillated between incoherently screaming in wroth and shitting himself. Still dangerous, still fearsome, still intelligent, but a lion that had lost several teeth and had slowed down in his old age. 
 
    No lion and no man could ever conquer Adelstrad. 
 
    Adelstrad was a mountain built to sustain itself and defend itself in perpetuity, a wall of white and red. Adelstrad was the town that pinned the edge of the world in place. Adelstrad was the City of Statues. Adelstrad was the redeemer. 
 
    Adelstrad was the gargantuan. Adelstrad was the god-eater.  
 
    'Adelstrad is closed,' Heun noted. 
 
    'Adelstrad is fucking closed,' Viktor agreed as they crested the climb and found themselves on the grand circular platform that made up the gate hub the four cobbled roads to the city had to pass through. 
 
    On either side of the platform, with the roads winding around and between their legs, stood four statues of dark rock, the tallest one the height of fifty men and still a little shorter than the city's outer walls. 
 
    The statues on the furthest right and left respectively depicted hunched, faceless figures on their knees, with their hands up pleadingly, or perhaps in reverence to the two centre statues, one a thinnish man with a jagged crown shaped from the same scarlet rock as the Crimson Palace and the other a much broader statue adorned with a crown of gold-tinted stone. 
 
    Just as the bowing northmen—or maybe they were meant to be the builder-slaves, Viktor had never met anyone that was sure given how the statues were built with the same abstract, impressionist style that would later on become so prevalent in Adelstrad—displayed their subservience to the gaunt figure of the First Baron of Adelstrad, the red-crowned statue in turn knelt, just a tiny bit, in homage to the gold-crowned figure that was meant to be King Louis II, the king that had reigned over Theronl during Adelstrad's founding. 
 
    Or, at least, the king that had in the year fifty-six AC ordered the First Baron unceremoniously banished from the capital for some offence or another, to the furthest north of Theronl to either die fighting the barbarians for ownership of Mount Adelstrad or freeze to death in the attempt. 
 
    Either way, the Barons of Adelstrad throughout time were stubborn, and they had a long memory. It was telling that the incumbent Fourth Baron of Adelstrad hadn't yet found the funds to fork over to fix the massive cracks that had been apparently steadily appearing in King Louis's featureless face and body for the past fifty years. 
 
    Some said it was an omen of the weakening grip the kings of Velmont held over the Baron and his city, especially now that the Baron himself was losing his grip. Others said it was an old curse, laid by the First Baron to spite the hated overlord that had stripped him and his descendants of even their names and forced them to oversee a wasteland. 
 
    Viktor personally thought that when Louis II had ordered the First Baron to build a statue to commemorate Theronl's—it was really the First Baron's, he wasn't going to sugar-coat it—decisive victory over the Nordlings during the First War of Black Scales, the old man had reasonably enough been very unenthusiastic about feeding Louis's already legendary ego and made sure to use the cheapest damn stone and mortar he could get away with putting into the project. 
 
    It wasn't as if the incumbent Louis V—a lot of Theronlian kings were fucking named Louis for some reason—was inclined to notice. The Guild of Rumours claimed that the King was slightly occupied dealing with political unrest in the capital. It was allegedly largely based in his own court and city, and details beyond that became sketchy at best and stupidly improbable at worst. 
 
    But Viktor had bigger problems to deal with than the fact that Louis's new wife was allegedly a fucking werewolf and that Velmont was apparently suffering from a sudden outbreak of exploding mime disease, whatever the fuck that was. 
 
    Before them, and not much shorter than the statues, the massive bronze gates of Adelstrad loomed as shut as a nun's arsehole on a Sunday, which was pretty damn shut. 
 
    The same cart that had passed them before had been parked on the rope-operated pulley mechanism that the merchants or anyone making a delivery had to use if they wanted to transport their goods into the city by land, one to the left for going up and one to the right for going down. Really, it wasn't anything too complex, just a greased, smoothed run-track of polished wood that you could slide wooden platforms down and then pull back up with ropes. 
 
    Nightmarishly inefficient, and if people had to regularly pull goods up via ropes like that they'd likely wind up killing themselves, which was why the Merchant Guard operated it instead. Most of the merchants or the farmers making crop deliveries preferred to use either the small smokeships that the Guild of Air hired out for just such a purpose, or the much more efficient inclined mass-elevators dug into the base of the mountain that fed directly into the west and east transit castles respectively. 
 
    As it was, the rope system was both a way for the Merchant Guard to perform customs check and enact tolls and a necessity to actually get the goods inside if you didn't want to pay extra for costly express or bulk transport. 
 
    At this steepness, the only reason people could make the climb was because of the damn steps. As it was Viktor kept hearing rumours that the DeWinters were finally going to put in a proper tram system or something to that effect. The Guild of Steam was probably wetting itself. 
 
    Viktor heard the argument first, a furious exchange of words and something about an 'undue fee'. Then he smelt the ponging, overly ripe perfumes and colognes that followed merchant guardsmen everywhere they went, and he had to suppress a sigh. They hadn't even crested the steps yet and he already knew today was going to be a long one. 
 
    Did God just hate him for some reason...? 
 
    Either way, it became clear as they rose the final few stairs that the merchant or farmer or whoever had been towing the cart was loudly arguing with several merchant guardsmen, gesturing angrily to the city and then back down the mountain. He was a short man, but very broadly built and with a booming voice. 
 
    'You already brought that damned thing up with the ropes! What's the point of that if you won't let me the hell in?' 
 
    'Do they close the gates a lot?' Heun asked. 
 
    'Well, that answers that question. You father hasn't told you anything about this damn city. Alright, so, there's literally an old proverb that goes, "Sure as the trade gates staying open." Basically it means that something is as certain as people continuing to do a stupid, painful thing if it's cheaper for them, but it does actually hold a kernel of truth in that I've certainly never heard of them being shut.' 
 
    'I'll go ask.' Heun started plodding off before Viktor could speak. 
 
    He sighed and grumbled along after him. 
 
    'I appreciate your consternation, sir.' The Merchant Guard sergeant, his rank marked by the ornate, moustached sneer on his silver mask as opposed to the blank, eyeless faceplates the others wore, didn't sound the least bit appreciative in his tone. 
 
    He was a finely dressed man, as all the Merchant Guard officers were, wearing a lovely steel chest plate that had been coated in a thin layer of silver, and an otherwise full if perhaps slimly wrought suit of plate armour, with heavily segmented greaves and sharply pointed shoulder guards topping him off. His helmet was much higher than it needed to be and developed into an elaborate headdress at the top, topped with dark blue fabric that fell behind his shoulders a little, embroidered with gold. 
 
    Over his armour he had several similarly blue and embroidered sashes made of the same material, and heavy metal boots tipped at an upwards-jutting point. Two curved swords were sheathed horizontally at the small of his back. 
 
    The Grand Guild of Merchants, the combined one anyway, had a lot of Osomanians from the far southwest in their ranks, and that showed in how they chose to armour their footmen very similarly to the janissaries of the ancient, now long-defunct Empire of Osomania. 
 
    'Oi! Back of the line, you two,' the sergeant snapped and gestured to them abruptly. Two of the rank-and-file guards approached and tipped pikes at them. 
 
    They were an eerie lot, wearing iron munition plate over their chests and otherwise garbed in white tunics with bandages over their hands. All completely sans of any ornamentation, save for a single imprint of the Grand Guild of Merchants' stag on their faceless iron masks. 
 
    'We'll speak to you in a moment,' the sergeant ground out. 
 
    'The line literally consists entirely of this one grain merchant and ourselves,' Viktor grumbled. 'Why's the gate closed?' 
 
    Viktor may as well have heard the man's sneer through his mask. 'I don't make it a business to answer every question posed to me at the drop of a hat by beggars and criminals.' 
 
    'You might for one of the knights of the Lauter family.' Heun pulled a signet out from where it had been hanging from a necklace under his tunic and flashed it. 
 
    A lovely little golden thing, etched with a stylised blue-eyed lion's head, mouth open in a furious roar, spewing blue flames. 
 
    The sergeant sighed and took what Viktor recognised as Heun's family coat of arms into his hand for inspection. 'A squire is what you're called, boy, and I'm a little higher up than you, noble blood or no.' 
 
    'Maybe so, but that squire's father is captain of the Upper Watch, who is a lot higher up than you. Funny how that works. I'm also in full possession of all my papers, you jumped up little turd-blossom.' 
 
    Viktor fished around in his pockets and with a sigh brought his papers out, then shoved them into the sergeant's chest. The man seethed and almost brought his swords out, but reined his temper in at the last moment. 
 
    '"Official training exercises"? Can't imagine what a criminal is doing training squires. Or was this more of an innuendo for teaching the boy how to make love properly?' the sergeant chuckled darkly and shoved Viktor's papers back into his chest. 
 
    'Gate's closed.' 
 
    'By order of whom, numb-nuts?' 
 
    'Hulkreug DeWinter.' 
 
    'Bullshit,' Heun began, 'He doesn't have any say in the gate—' Heun began, only for Viktor to rest a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    The executioner sighed and fished out ten coppers, tinkling them in his hand idly. The sergeant scoffed disappointedly. 
 
    'Let's try a little harder.' 
 
    He pulled out another twenty. The man's eyes gleamed with spare greed behind his mask. Thirty coppers was nothing to a Merchant Guard sergeant, but all the little bribes added up. 
 
    'Open the fucking gate first.' He gestured at the man that had been arguing with the guards, who had gone contemplatively quiet. He was a bit of a pit bull of a man, with a short, rough face to match his build. 'Let him in too.' 
 
    'He's carrying a lot more cargo than you're even worth. Mayhaps he should pay his own way.' 
 
    'Mayhaps you should bite me,' the merchant grumbled. 'A side-toll is one thing but don't think I won't make a frenzy with me other trader mates if I sit out here all day and my produce goes bad. We'll find out which sergeant was on duty for the gate and slap him with high prices until he dies. You'll starve for me, boy.' 
 
    The sergeant thought about it for a moment, then shrugged boredly and motioned behind himself. One of the guards jogged away and made some hand gestures to someone on the wall, probably another sergeant. Viktor couldn't begin to wonder how anyone could see from all the way up there. 
 
    The gates, gargantuan works of wrought bronze with intricate relief art showing previous battles and glorious events of the city's history, slowly started to creak open. Someone above blew a horn to signify that it wasn't an accidental opening. 
 
    Viktor sighed and threw the coppers onto the ground. 'Now tell me who the beggar is,' he huffed as he guided Heun into the gates by his shoulder. 
 
    The merchant followed along shortly after, two merchant guardsmen tacking the man's horses back to his cart. 
 
    The poor beasts looked beyond laboured, having had to pull a cart all the way to the base of the pull-track. God only knows they would have probably died if the man had tried to make them suffer the climb with the cargo still attached. 
 
    Much better to make the merchant guardsmen do it and let the horses take the steps without any load. 
 
    'I could have handled that,' Heun sighed as they entered into the deep tunnel of dark rock that served as the main entranceway, lit only periodically by small torches that burned with ominous green light. 
 
    'It would have taken hours to run the paper trail up to your father's keep so that he could re-stamp the damn paperwork and make a fuss until the gate opened. Money speaks in this city, Heun.' 
 
    '...I'm beginning to see that.' 
 
    The merchant caught up to them a little while later, calling from behind them. 'Oi! Appreciative thing you did. I should pay you back my share of the coin.' 
 
    Viktor waved him off. 'Don't worry about it. I'll probably make it back when that idiot's head rolls anyway. You're new to the city?' 
 
    'Aye, this is me first cargo trip here.' The man blew air out of his mouth irately. 'Can't say it's been very pleasant thus far. I'm Randy, Randy Bullock. Just a man of the grain. What would my new friends' names be?' 
 
    'I'm Viktor. The boy is Heun. Word of advice, Randy, you might want to take a skyskiff or one of the elevators next time. The gate is really only for foot traffic or people that can't pay for better transport. You'll kill your horses trying to make a repeat climb, pull-track or no.' 
 
    'Aye, freaky little men those guards are. The one looks at me like I'm a nice steak on his plate, the others don't say a word between them.' 
 
    'Probably because they couldn't. Most of the Merchant Guard, actually all of them except the officers, are undead. You were expecting conversation with corpses. 
 
    Randy stared. Heun's head snapped to the side, then he blinked and brought a hand up. 'Ah, okay. This is another one of your jokes. This is another Viktor joke... right?' 
 
    'No. It never occurred to you how a city like this might have been built?' 
 
    They emerged from the tunnel, and Randy's breath audibly left him. Adelstrad, the City of Statues, rose up to meet him. Carved grey building after carved grey building, stone upon stone upon rock. Towers, spires, keeps, mottes, baileys. Moats and canals that ran fast like torrents during the summer, but which were now frozen in place. 
 
    The noise met them next, the noise of the people and the markets and the animals. The noise of the merchants and the jugglers and, most of all, the noise of the merchant guardsmen, as a group of fifty of them clanked past in unnaturally symmetrical formation with boots that fell in terrible unison, led by another merchant sergeant. 
 
    As they crossed a large bridge that stretched over a river that had become a frozen lake, a nobleman's entourage tumbled through the crowd, his men-at-arms carrying him through the streets on a wheelless carriage—a necessary quirk of design if you wanted to get anywhere in such a vertical city with so many damned stairs—with the curtains drawn closed. His men barrelled aside anyone unfortunate enough to get in his way, paying heed only to avoiding any formations of merchant guardsmen. 
 
    A bell tolled in the distance, one of thousands in the city, and a crier dressed in scarlet robes took up his position in the centre of a large, raised platform, adorned with spikes at the edges. A crowd of brightly dressed merchants and guildsmen from the Middle District and people of the Lowers who were dressed in dark blacks and browns, as was the law, gathered around to listen, edging around awkwardly and both groups trying not to get too close to one another. 
 
    'Hear ye, hear ye! His Grace, the Baron issues the following decree: due to frequent instances of bribery and other sordid dealings at and around the Lower's Gate of Bronze, a temporary curfew is hereby ordered! The gate shall remain shut from sundown to midday, and none shall be allowed to pass while the Baron's Watch secures the Great Gate and stamps the authority of the Baron into the Lower Districts! 
 
    'Prostitution and gambling shall be kept to their due and allotted squares, public drunkenness shall be met with beatings. The law shall be obeyed. Those of the Lowers shall not mingle with the Middlemen, and the Middlemen shall not mingle with the Uppers. Order will be maintained, order will be kept!' 
 
    The man screamed out numerous other decrees, all that sounded like the kind of thing the combined Grand Guild of Merchants would take serious umbrage with. Around him, red-clad men of the Baron's Watch looked on in restrained contempt. 
 
    To a one, they were big men dressed in dark, heavy chainmail and red surcoats, wearing sharp helmets of spiked iron that showed their faces but framed them direly. They each carried a very mean-looking mace or hand axe, as well as cudgels and daggers at their sides. 
 
    The twin lightning bolt symbol on the sides of their helmets marked them as being from the Middle Keep. 
 
    The merchant guardsmen might carry weapons, but they were far more used to their wooden clubs or cudgels they used to adjust people's attitudes or beat wayward servants than anything that might resemble a killing weapon. The Baron's men carried big, sharp things to crush people's skulls in with. 
 
    Or at least that was the appearance they wanted to give off. 
 
    Randy stared up at the labyrinthian networks of roads and stairways that stretched higher and higher, from the Lowers to the Middle, then to the Uppers. Then to the Baron's Palace Quarter and his tower of madness. 
 
    'No man can own Adelstrad, and no workers could have built it, save for an army of slaves that were worked to death and then brought back to continue even after that. Supplied duly by the ancient Guild of Corpses and their secret little methods of turning a man into a shamblebrass.' 
 
    Heun stared on impassively, even as Randy's jaw lowered to the ground.  
 
    'This place is completely insane, isn't it?' 
 
    'The Church of the Stone God, which is just about the only thing still firmly under the Baron's thumb aside from his personal army and half of the tax men, teaches us that sanity is for the weak, and that the strong possess a greater intelligence set into a cast of madness, one ringed with a cold logic  and a spite to freeze the world.' Viktor gestured to his own chest sarcastically. 
 
    'What was it the Book of Stone says? "Ask not what is just, ask not what is fair, ask not who is strongest, ask only who is most deserving"? This is the city where the vicious come to kill one another, and they bring every insane little philosophy in the world with them.' 
 
    '...Clearly.' 
 
    'My father said something similar before he left for it,' Heun piped up. 'He said that this is the city where mercy comes to die, and where evil things come to make a nest.' 
 
    'Smart man, your father.' Viktor crossed his arms and observed another wheelless wagon heading upwards. 'Irritating, but smart.' 
 
    This cart was much more plainly made, and built with a sturdy roof and iron bars that allowed him to see the occupants, three heavily bruised men and one woman with a slash mark across her face, all bearing the same tattoo of an angry three-headed snake on their foreheads, all with their hair done in striking braids, save for one man that had shaved his ginger locks off at one side of his head and let the remnants fall down the side of his temple. 
 
    As they passed, the woman, a taller, stronger-framed one than he might've found in the city, caught him staring and spat at his feet. 
 
    Viktor sighed. The frost had been predicted to thaw early this year, and so the Nordling raiders had followed suit and begun their yearly invading and ransacking early too, streaming down from the northern waters in their longships and laying waste to entire villages in their search for gold and sacrifices to their horrifying gods. 
 
    These were just the scouting parties and the lucky raiding crews that had gotten past the ice. There would be many more when the thaw came. 
 
    He would have many heads to cleave, yes. Many heads to cleave. 
 
    Damn their eyes. All of them. 
 
    'I'm hungry. Who's feeling like lunch? My treat. Least I can do to pay back such generous acquaintances as I seem to have made,' Randy offered cheerily. 
 
    Hm. Well, maybe something might come out of today after all. 
 
    'I know just the place.' 
 
   



 

 Chapter Four: The Rat's Ass 
 
    'Alright, so explain something to me.' Randy slicked back his slightly balding head of ginger hair as they sat down at a table in the corner of the Rat's Ass Tavern, a lovingly seedy place run by a woman that was, by all reasonable description, a proper dickhead. 
 
    On the inside, it was cramped, claustrophobically so, and the walls were painted in a disgusting brown-beige colour that offended his eyes and affronted his sense of humour. The furniture, all funny little pieces of wood that had been broken and put back together several times, was placed around haphazardly and with the seeming goal of just getting as much beer and as many seats into the place as possible without regard for leaving enough space so that people weren't knocking into one another every time someone tried to get up. 
 
    This coming from a man that was used to the shithole that was the Lowers and knew not to hold his hopes too high. Few people here had enough spare coppers to worry about something as trivial as decoration. 
 
    In this part of the city, the sloping roads were narrow and claustrophobic, and they all curved strangely. All of the jettied buildings were mishappen, patchwork constructions of dark wood and had a bit of a slump to them. 
 
    Even then, the Rat's Ass still managed to stand out for just how fugly it was. Altogether this might've been the single ugliest building he'd ever had the displeasure of being inside of. 
 
    And most criminally of all, it lacked even a single dartboard. The sheer fucking nerve. 
 
    At the very least the outside was slightly less offensive on the eye, insofar as the place only looked completely squalid and run-down, not imminently prone to collapse. 
 
    Tucked into an awkward little corner in the Lowers, with a barbershop and five houses built on top of it, the construction appeared horribly precarious from outside, not helped by the several haphazardly shaped bridges of white stone that formed winding, dangerously narrow walkways that criss-crossed around the upper street, almost all of which hosted either vendors selling an array of counterfeit goods and unhealthy street food out of micro-stalls they had to partially hang off the edge by the railings, or small gangs of coarsely dressed young men either playing cards, dealing red pixiedust or otherwise congregating in various kinds of shifty activities. 
 
    The architecture in Adelstrad was ridiculous at best and inhumanely insane at worst, and only the strange and, it was rumoured, magically assisted, construction techniques of the Guild of Architects and its subordinate Guild of Builders kept the entire city from collapsing in on itself. 
 
    It wasn't uncommon for visitors from the capital to have literal panic attacks and seizures just from looking at the place. 
 
    Viktor peered at the broken clock on the dirtiest wall and sighed. It was almost three in the afternoon. Between the long trek back to the city and the time spent taking the slow streets with their odd new friend and his horse cart, they'd lost a lot of time. He was starving. 
 
    Never mind that the Adelstradian streets had been especially full of commotion today and they'd had to tread with care to get anywhere. There was a tense air about and everyone was being careful of everyone else. The criers definitely did fear-monger very well. 
 
    'I will if I can, but first I just need Heun to tell me how his fingers are doing. There's no break from the kick, is there?' 
 
    Heun, who had been trying to hide the fact that he had been wincing as they had wound their way through the streets, shrugged and looked a little sheepish. 
 
    It hadn't gone unnoticed to Viktor that Heun had been trying to hide the wince on his face as they had wound their way through the claustrophobic, jettied streets of one of the Lower neighbourhoods. 
 
    'I mean, no, but you I think you might've fractured something. I'll see the healer up at the keep.' 
 
    'Planning to tattle on me?' 
 
    He shook his head. 'No, I was hasty, so I did kind of deserve it. I do owe you an apology though. I shouldn't have assumed.' 
 
    'Buy me a couple of lunches and we'll forget you drew steel. Just take that as your lesson for assuming things. You flew here in a smokeship, right? I doubt you saw much of the real city coming in. Those criers aren't for show. The Baron really is losing his head. Old age is a bitch.' 
 
    'Mm. That brings me back to my question. The crier said that the Baron was the one that ordered the curfew, but that sergeant at front said it was some... guy with some name. What would that be all about. Who the hell can order around the guards at the Baron's gate? Doesn't he head this city?' 
 
    'Hulkreug DeWinter. His family owns most of the silver mines in the entire mountain and a good chunk of the other businesses. Now, he's nominally just a guy that owns a bunch of lucrative holes in the ground, but he's also the elected head of the Grand Guild of Merchants. You've heard about the guild system here?' 
 
    'Barely. Me roadmates just said this city was weird. They should have fuckin' elaborated. Oi, love. Bring us something to drink and eat, would you?' Randy flagged a barmaid down and flashed a friendly grin. She turned her nose up at him, but left to get something anyway. 
 
    '...Rude little bint. Wot'd her issue be?' 
 
    'It's because you're sitting at the same table as me,' Viktor worked his neck. 'You see all the people wearing the brown and black clothes?' 
 
    'Yeah?' 
 
    'Right, so the nobles dress so stupidly well that you might mistake them for royalty. They're called Uppermen and live in the Uppers District, along with a frighteningly small number of merchants that can afford to buy property up there. Most of the merchants dress very well. They live in the upper half of the Middle District. 
 
    'The skilled tradesmen, also called the guildsmen, are allowed to wear a bit more colour but not as much fine silks and jewellery. They live in the lower half of the Middle. Both the merchants and the guildsmen are called Middlemen or Middlewomen. 
 
    'Unskilled labourers wear brown and live in the upper half of the Lowers District. The dregs of society wear black and live in the lower half of the Lowers. Both of those groups are called Lowermen.' Viktor sighed and idly drummed his fingers on the table. 
 
    'Each sub-class has its own little exceptions and biases, right? Also nicknames. The Brownies hate the Blackclads and the Skillets hate the Brownies and the Moneybags hate the Skillets and the Fancyboys hate the Moneybags and the Baron hates everyone and the Church really, really fucking hates everyone except the Baron. But even then they still really hate the Baron. Understand so far?' 
 
    'Not even remotely, but I feel like you'll hit me if I ask you to repeat yourself.' 
 
    'Smart man. So its normally only skilled tradesmen that have the right to form guilds, the pilots and the corpse-alchemists and the blacksmiths and la dee da. But a half century or so ago the merchants bought the right to operate a single conglomerated entity between all of them that represents the Moneybags as a class, this is known as the Grand Guild of Merchants. 
 
    'Those men, er well, the single man and the squad of preserved corpses he was ordering around, they all work for the Guild of Merchants, who hate the Baron very, very much and constantly go out of their way to antagonise him and vice versa.' 
 
    'Are those blokes over there gonna try to throw us out, then? You being a, erm, Blackclad, was the word?' 
 
    Viktor turned in his seat to look behind himself boredly. Several dock workers from the smokeship gantries were giving them the evil eye. He smirked even though he knew no one could see it and gestured outwards with two fingers. They bristled but didn't say or do anything. 
 
    'I may be a dreg as far as society is concerned, and perhaps amongst the lowest if not the lowest of scum, but I'm also paradoxically one of the most protected types of scum, seeing as I provide a service that's beyond essential and nobody else wants to do it. They so much as touch me in an aggressive manner, and I'm fully within my rights to let them taste my axe.' 
 
    'What, just like that?' 
 
    'Assuming it's not during an execution riot. The Baron needs to keep order in the city and if an unpopular execution winds up turning into a small uprising, then it's easier to just scapegoat the executioner and let the crowd do as they will. 
 
    'But that's the only time my right to kill in self-defence is revoked, plus I also get to demand a small havage tax from any of the grain coming into the city. It's only a handful's equivalent per cart and I have to use a cup instead of just my hands "so as not to contaminate the good people with my bad humours" but it really adds up on market days.' 
 
    'You'd better stay out me grain, Viktor. I'm only a damned travelling trader and I'm only this far north because me mates tells me there's a grain shortage on account of the crap climate and crap harvest the last few years. I'm not made of money.' Randy glared as the drinks arrived, Viktor's in a shitty wooden tankard and looking suspiciously more watered-down than the rest. 
 
    It had the word "filth" carved into the side in big, angry knife letters. He turned it so that Heun could see it, giving off a slight chuckle at the boy's face at realising he hadn't been speaking out his arse earlier. 
 
    The barmaid gave him a sour look that turned to terror when he let his fingers brush the axes on the table, then she fucked off. Viktor chuckled darkly. 
 
    'No promises,' he said to Randy as he swapped his tankard with Heun's, ignoring the boy's protests. 
 
    Viktor was careful to only pull his hood up just enough to avoid spilling all over it when he took a drink. Even then, Heun stared like a deer caught in the road. 
 
    He wasn't surprised. All Heun could see was his scraggly, almost embarrassingly unkempt neck-beard that was such an incredibly dark shade of brown that it may as well have been black and the lower part of a mouth that, despite the rumours some fool had started at some point, didn't separate into three jagged rows of yellow teeth and swallow children that talked back to their parents. 
 
    It seemed silly, but when you wore a full-face covering all the time, even showing your chin and your neck would somehow be as if you had just cut your own visage off and put someone else's on. 
 
    Eventually the black hood became your face. And, were he being honest, Viktor would frankly much prefer that than the alternative... 
 
    'Something on your mind?' He quirked at Heun. 
 
    'Erm, no. Forgive my staring. It's just... I guess I expected something... different.' 
 
    Viktor quirked his mouth up but said nothing. 
 
    'To bring the conversation neatly back to the little border war that's been going on at the gate. I have a buddy in the Thieves' Guild th—' 
 
    Heun spat his drink out at the same time Randy did. 'We have a Guild of Thieves? Since when?!' 
 
    'Since fucking always. We have guilds for everything in this city.' 
 
    'You just got done telling us only the skilled tradesmen can form guilds and even the richest merchants only get a sort of weird pseudo-guild.' 
 
    'Yes, officially. Those are the ones with the word 'of' in the name. Guild of Smiths, Guild of Tailors, the Guild of Cobblers. But there's also the dark guilds, the unofficial or even sometimes illegal ones. The Dockworkers' Guild, a Prostitutes' Guild, and, as I say, there's even a Thieves' Guild for every level of the city. I mean, for fuck's sake, I head the Executioners' Guild.' 
 
    Even if, you know, the Executioners' Guild consisted solely of himself. But he still technically headed the Executioner's Guild. He'd run for Head of the Guild as an independent and been voted in and everything. 
 
    One vote for, zero against. Fucking landslide victory. 
 
    '...That's horrifying. Is there a Murderers' Guild?' 
 
    'No, but there is an Assassins' Guild, several actually.' 
 
    '...This place is a hellhole.' 
 
    'Just be glad we cut the heads off everybody in the Rapists' and Arsonists' Guilds.' 
 
    Heun's faced turned a horrible shade of green and Randy let his face fall onto the table. Viktor didn't bother explaining that the Guilds were only really based on common professional interests, even criminal ones, and any group of random psychopaths that tried to become semi-legitimate very quickly found themselves in the poo with the three Thieves' Guilds, who functioned sort of as the criminals that policed the criminals and tended to kill people by drowning them in the rivers that flowed down into the Lowers and the caves beneath the city. 
 
    Sometimes they even made the ones that broke the rules swim with the starving piranha fish that had their natural habitat down there. T'was spooky. 
 
    That said, the city did still have a problem with the Slavers' Guild. Lucrative business as it unfortunately was, both the Watch and the Thieves' Guild had a hard time stamping it out, and not for lack of trying. But he didn't want to horrify Heun and his new grain trader buddy too much in one day. 
 
    It was better to spread the horror out a little, so that it could be properly fermented and then flow like fine wine. 
 
    'Okay,' Randy waved the conversation along, 'So your buddy in the Thieves' Guild was saying...?' 
 
    'So, the way she tells it is that the Baron and DeWinter have been intensifying their little cold war lately. No less than five separate assassinations for control of the gate. Nothing overt and it all looked like an accident. A red pixiedust overdose here, a drunken fall there, a sudden illness over there. But they're both trying to put one of their own cronies in charge of the gate. DeWinter wants the gate kept open at all hours but closed to anyone that won't pay a toll, the Baron wants the opposite of what DeWinter wants. It's a mess.' 
 
    'Gods...' Randy sighed. 
 
    'Yup. Which is why my friendly advice is to take advantage of the fact that you can travel freely and leave this city sooner rather than later. If the northmen don't burn it down in the next invasion they carry out on it, Hulkreug and the Baron will do it themsel—' 
 
    He was interrupted by a hand slamming down onto the table. 
 
    Milletra sneered at him, five and a half feet of chub precariously supporting the weight of a very fat head of straw blonde hair. Viktor supposed she might have been pretty, were it not for the fact that she was very overweight, never smiled except in the situations where she was enjoying someone else's misfortune, and had an unflattering mole on the side of her mouth. 
 
    She had stuffed herself into an unflatteringly and frankly rather gaudy purple dress this evening, no doubt hoping to catch some desperate man to plough her into oblivion. And just to be as tasteless as possible, she was wearing a golden necklace with an image of a stylised grinning cat on it. 
 
    Hmph. She wasn't normally one for jewellery. Too much of a risk it'd get stolen off you in the Lowers by some pickpocket hoping to try his luck. 
 
    Maybe she just wanted to show off the fact that she could afford such things in the poorer parts of the city. Normally wearing the wrong colours might get you a boxing from either the merchant guardsmen or the Baron's watchmen for your trouble, but she technically owned the damn building so that entitled her to at least a little colour. 
 
    As he kept saying to Heun, every rule in this city had an exception. 
 
    'Now, I thought I told you not to come nearby my tavern again, Viktor. One of my girls is in tears in the back room, says you threatened her.' 
 
    Viktor didn't even need to look around to know that a half dozen of the men in the tavern were on Milletra's payroll, he'd been aware already that she kept guards posted in here. 
 
    Several of them stood up and slowly made their way towards him, pulling out dirks and shanks. 
 
    'I did make a very deliberate gesture with one of my axes, yes. She chose to interpret that gesture as me threatening violence rather than me simply meaning to compliment her on how sharp her outfit was.' 
 
    'Get out.' 
 
    'Yours is the only shithole that's open nearby, the other taverns are too far away, and I require a drink and some fucking food.' He put his boots up on the table stubbornly. 
 
    Heun stood. 'I'm so sorry about my friend, madam. He's terribly rude. We'll pay for our drinks and be on our way.' 
 
    'Heun, you remember those dark guilds I mentioned?' Viktor gestured to Milletra disparagingly. 'This fat lump heads one of them, specifically the Lower District's Smugglers' Guild.' 
 
    Heun's eyes went wide in surprise. Randy was too busy glaring at the men surrounding them. 
 
    'Part of my job informally requires that I keep tabs on her overly-fed hide to make sure she's not dabbling into anything too illegal. She can't legally chuck us out.' 
 
    'You should know that not much that goes on in this city is legal, Viktor. I haven't forgotten how you killed my Flora.' 
 
    'Hmm? Flora...? Oh!' he snapped his fingers in false remembrance. 'The pixiedust-addled smuggler girl what did done gone and shanked her father to death! How is she?' 
 
    Milletra scowled death at him. 
 
    'Alright, stupid question. Still dead, I suppose. This is your next lesson, Heun. People carry stupid grudges. Milletra has tried to have me rubbed out on I think three separate times because I did my job and killed one of her best runners. You're going to experience something very similar when you join the watch.' 
 
    '...The watch?' Milletra took the bait easily enough. 
 
    'Oh, you haven't heard? I've got myself a new apprentice. This is Heun. Nikolas's son. He'll inherit the title of watch captain one day, he will. Faster learner too. I'd think you'd want to be on his good side early, save yourself the bribe money later on. 
 
    Heun opened his mouth to protest, probably intending to say something along the lines of how he'd never take a bribe, painfully moral little shit that he was, only for Milletra to clap eyes on the Lauter pendant half-hidden under his tunic and then suddenly change her tune. 
 
    'Oh, well in that case, you're more than welcome at my establishment any time, young sir. Why, I've long been an admirer of your father and—' 
 
    Viktor gave her a none-too-gentle slap on the rear, slamming her into the edge of the table and spilling beer all over her bodice and face. She turned, with cheap makeup running down her cheeks and opened her mouth to shout something. 
 
    Viktor put a hand on one of his axes and gave her a nasty look, the one people never wanted to see flash across an executioner's eyes. That shut her up. 
 
    'Save the marriage proposal for later, lard-arse. Mickey the Ease still has a massive problem with you and you, by extension, have a problem with me. Take your fat self, get us some proper drinks and food, and then perhaps I'll consider asking her to play nicely with you over that exotic spice shipment you fuggered up.' 
 
    He turned the larger axe so that Milletra could see her reflection in it, then ran his thumb down the edge until it wetted with blood. 
 
    'You've been playing very hard and fast against the rules for a few months now, Milletra. Crates stolen off the other Thieves' and Smugglers' Guilds, assassinations that haven't been cleared with the Assassins' Guild. I even heard a rumour about the fact that you've been speaking with the Guild of Corpses. 
 
    'You know that people like you don't speak to the necromancers. The other dark guilds are starting to get quite sick of it and I'm getting quite sick of being expected to play peacemaker between everyone in the entire damned city. You unfuck yourself, you follow my rules, and maybe I won't take your head off and fuck it. Obey.' 
 
    Milletra's face flashed with the imminent fear of death, and she slowly started to back away. 'I'll... I'll talk to Mickey.' 
 
    'Good. Now fuck off. Don't come back without food. And make sure the ale is proper this time.' 
 
    Milletra scurried off and her thugs lost the nerve to fight. Viktor chuckled and resettled himself in his seat. Randy snorted into his tankard a little but otherwise didn't look too bothered. 
 
    'Gotta say, I like the way you order beer.' 
 
    'You should really try the mead. Northern honey is a much higher grade than the stuff you'll find down south. Something to do with the diet of the bees.' 
 
    'I think I'll take you up on that.' 
 
    A life on the road might've hardened a man to such casual threats of violence, and Viktor found it telling that the shorter man wore his sleeves in such a manner that they obscured some pretty impressive patchworks of scarring on his arms. He also noticed the ghosts of some old scratches on the man's neck. 
 
    Perhaps his new trader friend had some stories to tell. 
 
    Viktor turned to Heun and, if he was being honest, found himself mildly disappointed that the boy had developed the same neutral glare that he'd sported earlier, when he'd first found out how one came to fill Viktor's role. 
 
    'Once a criminal, always a criminal, eh?' He made a disappointed sound with his mouth, and pointedly didn't sit down again even while a different, equally timid serving girl arrived, bowed her head politely, and started piling the table with expensive food and drink. 
 
   



 

 Chapter Five: The Watch Captain 
 
    'You're angry at me,' Viktor noted as they walked the dimming streets. For a change, he was following Heun after Randy had said his goodbyes and parted ways to go meet his buyer at the market, and the boy was keeping a violently brisk pace as he strutted through the streets, ever upwards towards the Upper Keep, the one his father commanded. 
 
    'Of course I'm fucking angry at you.' 
 
    'Explain why.' 
 
    'You extorted food and drink off a woman that had a very legitimate reason to have a problem with you.' Heun rounded on him and stuck a finger into Viktor's chest. 
 
    'And yet, there are several counterpoints I would make there. Firstly, that same woman is a criminal herself, and a murderer to boot. She doesn't deserve your sympathy nor your pity. Secondly, would you believe that by committing that single act of what I will concede was quite blatant thuggery, I might've saved both your life and several others.' 
 
    'How do you figure that?' Heun crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    Viktor cuffed him on the side of the head for his trouble. 'Because that tavern I took you into? The Rat's Ass? It has several of the Baron's watchmen buried in the basement. I know this because I've been itching for an excuse to put my axe into that woman for a year. She doesn't play by the Baron's rules, she doesn't play by the Merchants' rules, and she certainly doesn't play by yours or your father's. 
 
    'Just about the only thing that's kept her in line in the past has been the other criminals. And now that she's been getting too big for her boots these past weeks, it has gotten to the point that the presence of a literal executioner is the only thing that might make her shit herself suitably thoroughly that she starts to behave. Otherwise, I'll have a gang war on my hands and dozens of dead people on my conscience. 
 
    'Morals and ethics and the law all blend together and disappear in this city. If they didn't, Milletra wouldn't have been able to bribe the previous watch captain into looking the other way from the fact that she kills watchmen that enter her tavern on sight.' 
 
    'Why?! What's the fucking gain in that?' 
 
    'If a place gets a reputation as hazardous to watchmen and the watch captain of that district isn't iron-fisted enough to clamp down on it immediately with a round of several very public executions, the Blackclads like to get the idea that they run that spot and the other watchmen all start to stay clear of it for fear of getting mob-shanked, which makes it easier for Milletra and her likes to conduct her business without having worry about putting yet more bodies in her basement.' 
 
    '...Why bring Randy there? You and him got all chummy in the tavern, but I saw the way you work at the gate. That wasn't just a random stroke of serendipity, and you weren't just doing it because you liked his face.' 
 
    'Little man learns fast, like I said before. I needed to set up the illusion that we were actually just there to drink in order to get in the door, and one extra man that genuinely thought as much helped accomplish that. Plus, more witnesses never hurt and she'd be less likely to try to kill us all if there was the risk that one of us got dead and then the other two heard and decided to go tattle to the guards. 
 
    It was Viktor's turn to stick a finger into Heun's chest. 
 
    'Killing three people at once in different parts of the city, the first of whom is a man that literally just arrived that day, the second the literal son of the captain of the Upper Keep, and the third one of the scariest men in the entire city by reputation alone is a very hard thing to do, especially not if you want it done quietly. Too many coincidences and subsequent questions, you see? Especially if the three of them were all seen drinking at the same tavern not long before they died. Milletra can't handle too many questions right now, not from both the Watch and the other dark guilds.' 
 
    'You used an innocent man as fucking bait!' 
 
    'And in doing so, I reduced the possibility of you getting shanked or poisoned in your sleep to near-zero. You think this city gives a fuck if you're a noble from the capital down south? You think your blood streams out of your veins any differently? The only reason we can even have this conversation is because we're a street away from the Middle Gate, and therefore far away from Milletra's prying eyes, which I guarantee you were following us as we left. I counted no less than three goons tailing us while you were furiously huffing at me.' 
 
    Viktor gestured angrily at the city's second massive bronze gate, this one reinforced with iron locks and column bars where the first had been beautifully made if not transparently extravagant. No elaborate portraits this time, just tempered metal upon tempered metal. Bolts and rivets and welded struts. Unpretty, and yet tough. Like its captain. 
 
    Not far beyond it would be the Middle Keep, which was overseen by a woman that Viktor knew for a fact took great pains to ensure nothing happened within her ring of the city without her knowing. Milletra wouldn’t dare try anything in the shadow of this wall, for fear of the ire of the woman that commanded the men on the other side of it. 
 
    'Let's recap our lessons, shall we? One, there are strange and unexpected rules that can have dire consequences if broken. Two, there are also many caveats to those rules. Three, don't let your guard down. Four, don't underestimate the power of a bribe. Five, people are stupid and angry and eager to shank you for perceived slights. Hazard a guess for what number six is.' 
 
    '...Nothing is what it seems, and every little action has a consequence...' 
 
    Viktor pulled two spare coppers out of his tunic and bounced them off Heun's face. 'And he gets a prize for getting the right answer. Everything in Adelstrad is politics and there are no separating lines. Everything is connected and if you fuck one thing up, the chances are good you'll have also inadvertently fucked up five other things.' 
 
    Viktor threw his hands up into the air and sighed in frustration. 'I can only make this point so many times, kid. It simply will not end prettily if you try to do things the same way you would have in Velmont. This city isn't like the capital. This city will eat you.' 
 
    '...And my father knew all of this when he accepted the assignment?' 
 
    'Oh no. Hell to the fuck no. There's no possible way he could have even begun to understand how filthy this city is. And I'll credit your old man where credit is due, he is neither particularly corruptible nor a soft touch. But his methods don't work here. They're too... simple. 
 
    'The only reason that Milletra's damn tavern hasn't been stormed yet is that he's still building a case against her. My job involves a lot of threes. More than three swings and you're probably going to get hanged yourself. If the head of the axe flies off three times the prisoner goes free.' 
 
    Viktor held a hand and three fingers up. 'You can only be accused and acquitted of the same crime thrice. In Velmont the law is more sensible, and the limit is once, but here the Baron likes to be... thorough. Milletra has weaselled her way out of the gallows twice before. If your father and I don't either arrest and kill her properly this time, or find an alternative way to deal with her, then we're kind of fucked.' 
 
    Heun was silent again, thinking, but calmer. The boy needed to get better at keeping his temper in check. It might get him killed. 
 
    'This alternative way. Would that involve this woman from Thieves' Guild?' 
 
    Viktor sighed and had to look around to make sure no one was near enough to listen in at that, then closed in on Heun and nodded subtly, pulling him into an empty sider alley and only barely whispering into his ear. 
 
    'Yes, and keep quiet about it. She works in the Lower Thieves' Guild, and a lot of people know that I'm also, let's say "chummy" with her boss, Mickey. But it's important that everyone continues to think that I'm a dirty jailor on Mickey's take. You know, give her boys lenient treatment plus the odd bottle of booze and nicer food in exchange for coin, and not anything more... complex. 
 
    'If anyone finds out that my buddy is feeding me information, Mickey will have both her and me strung up by our still-living guts. It is beyond imperative that my friend in the guild remain only that, and not someone who actually tells me things. Do you understand?' 
 
    '...I suppose.' 
 
    'Good. Now her boss whose name I was throwing around in the tavern to make my point, her I don't mind. She steals from people that can afford to lose the money, makes a point of giving a lot of it to the poor, and I've never heard of someone getting killed or seriously hurt during one of her jobs. 
 
    'That doesn't make it right.' 
 
    'No, but it makes her vastly preferable to people like Milletra, and the sad reality is that there will always be criminals. I'd much prefer that Mickey be the one calling the shots for the other team than the pudgy pudding woman. And your father won't tell you this gladly, but one of the best ways to catch and deal with criminals is to get help from other criminals. Hasn't he ever at least spoken to you about professional snitches?' 
 
    'A little. Derogatorily.' 
 
    'He's old-fashioned. Likes to play the knight in shining armour. Come on, we need to get back before it gets properly dark and the ghosts and evil clown goblins come out to go bump in the night.' 
 
    Viktor brushed past him but Heun grabbed his wrist. 
 
    'You talk about "the other team" and yet you sure did seem at home in what you say was the literal den of criminals. My concern is that maybe you're a lot closer to the "other team" than you let on.' 
 
    'Of course I am. We've been over this.' He sighed and gestured to himself. 'Criminal. Hey, hi, hello. Hi there. Yup, it's me. The criminal that works for your father. Heyo.' 
 
    'You know that's not what I mean. I want to know what your angle is.' 
 
    'I have several angles. Amongst them is the following: my job pays me a hundred coppers or a silver piece for every head I take. I know that seems like good money if I'm doing it all day every day. And it would be a lot were it not for the fact that the work is so sporadic. Like I said this morning, only so many people get executed every month. 
 
    'There's only three hundred thousand people in this city, Heun. I supplement a large portion of my income by taking advantage of havage during market days. I might just rock up with a couple bags, take a scoop from every merchant, then sell the filled bags on once the day's over. I also am fortunately exempt from most forms of tax.' 
 
    Viktor shrugged simply 
 
    'It's not enough. I have to find substitute work as a tax collector or a knacker when I'm not working my job at the keep. I've yet to become so desperate that I must debase myself by working as a gong farmer, but it's been a near thing a few times.' 
 
    Realisation hit Heun like a mace to the head. 
 
    '...You want to get to execute Milletra. She's your meal ticket. Your... your silver piece...' 
 
    Abject and complete disgust worked its way across Heun's face, and he took several steps back, hand falling back to his scabbard. 
 
    'Oh no. No, no, no, no. Dear boy, she's worth so much more than a mere silver.' Viktor followed after him, taking large, menacing footsteps. He loomed over Heun a little. 
 
    'By law, when I kill someone, I am also legally entitled to everything they own.' 
 
    '...What?' 
 
    'Yup. You heard me. I can legally take everything from anyone that I execute, so long as it was a lawful execution, and I didn't just kill them in the street or something.' 
 
    Viktor made an imaginary shape in his hand. 'Any coins or valuables on their person?' Then he blew it away. 'Gone. Mine. Any horses? Mine. Furniture? Mine. Anything they had in the bank?' He rubbed his thumb and his index finger together. 
 
    'It's Viktor's now. Any inheritance they planned to give to their children? Property of Viktor. 
 
    'That tavern is in a really shitty part of town but real-estate in this city is at an excessive premium, and I know for a fact she does actually own the deed, as opposed to being a simple squatter. I'd guess two hundred and fifty silvers, easy. That's two and a half gold pieces, my boy. All for one single slice.' 
 
    He rubbed his hands together eagerly, even as Heun continued to back away, face breaking out into a shred of horror. 
 
    'Sure, I'll likely have to let your father's damn watchmen seize a good portion of Milletra's things, them being stolen or counterfeit in the first place. But at the end of all of this, guess who'll have two thumbs and a net worth that's increased by several orders of magnitude?' 
 
    Viktor gestured to himself with the aforementioned thumbs. 
 
    'This guy.' 
 
    Heun spat at his feet, not bothering to try to hide his contempt. 
 
    'You know, when you said this morning that there wasn't a soul in Adelstrad that hadn't heard of you, you probably thought it was because you were famous or something. It's not. I've been here all of two months, cooped up in the keep training every day, but even I know it's because how much of a legendary dickhead you are. 
 
    'Sure, you might get away with it because you use the threat of those axes to get your way like a bully in the playground, and maybe a few people might even think you're vaguely amusing in a pathetic sort of way.' 
 
    Heun swung his hand down, like he was cutting through something. 
 
    'But that's it. No one, no one in this entire city likes you. You're barely even tolerated. The watchmen have a sort of... sick respect for you, maybe, but it's conditional at best. My father speaks well enough of you, begrudgingly, even while you hold him in such contempt and expect me to bite my tongue while you slander his name. 
 
    'It's not slander, Heun. It's just perspective, and you know what else? It's closer to the truth as far as I'm concern—' 
 
    'Damn your eyes and damn your truth, I wasn't finished. The old man respects your skills with an axe and your... way with the scum. But where he merely disdains your fat mouth and your empty, common little brain, I think you're sickening. 
 
    'Knowing you by reputation, one might mistake you for at the very least a piece of shit that can do his job well. My father spoke of you like you were at least worth something, and not just another thug with a weapon. Seeing you in person though, I just spy some disgusting little freak. You're hollow. You're nothing.' 
 
    'Duly noted, little princess,' Viktor sighed tiredly, not even offended so much as he was bored. 
 
    'Your father is a naive blueblood who thinks that the length and breadth of my job is carried along the shaft of my tools. It's not. He might respect my weapon-hands, but he doesn't respect me or people like me. Nor my office, bleak though it may be. And neither do you. 
 
    'And it's not because I've actually said or done anything particularly revolting or morally abhorrent, it's because you're two gullible little fools that think "justice" begins and ends by putting people to the sword and that "order" is kept by patrolling down the streets in full mail and introducing cudgels to the heads of anyone that dissents.' 
 
    Heun said nothing, again caught between seething rage and contemplation. 
 
    'I'll cop to the fact that your father has ceased executions during his tenure, yes. But he's done nothing else, and I'd prefer a harsh but somewhat sane law over no repercussions. The stick may be balanced against a carrot, and I'd prefer that, but that's not what he's done. 
 
    'The amount of murders and other violent crimes have only increased since he got here, because he's taken away the stick that we were all so used to and replaced it with an entire bag of nothing. You think I want to casually slice up anyone that steals a loaf of bread? 
 
    'I don't. I enjoy very thoroughly my work of killing and torturing people that deserve it. People like Milletra that just want to eke out their own little kingdoms of rust. But you? 
 
    'You'll do away with the law of cutting off beggars' hands, then sit on your own presumed moral superiority even while those same beggars waste away outside the walls of your mansion, no better for the fact that they still have their limbs.' 
 
    'You're just pissy because you don't get your silver fucking pieces.' Heun had settled on anger this time, and the accusation barked out of his throat while his face went red. 
 
    At least he was growing a spine. If not a brain. 
 
    'No, I'm pissy because I don't deserve to spend the rest of my life forced to kill condemned criminals or be killed myself, and I'm pissy because everything in this city has become a matter of class rather than common motherfucking sense. 
 
    'I'm pissy because I don't like the way you prance around in that polished little set of toy gleam-armour, trying and failing to make it hidden that you think myself and my kind beneath you and yours.' 
 
    Viktor tilted his head at Heun while the boy averted his gaze, not denying the accusation. Viktor chuckled again. He knew the throaty, grainy sound of it would do nothing to deescalate the situation but he was sans of fucks to give. 
 
    'You think I somehow missed that wince you sported when I came up to you in the keep courtyard this morning? You think I've not heard of the vaunted Lauter family? Knights and soldiers to the last, famed in the capital and beyond for their martial prowess.' 
 
    Now Viktor kicked some dust at Heun's feet, just for the sake of getting his polished armour dirty, even while a crowd began to gather. 
 
    Watchmen on the walls started to congregate, wondering what the commotion was, and the Brownies and a smaller portion of poorer Skillets that lived on this edge of the Lowers either stopped in the street or opened their doors to stare as an executioner and a boy dressed in a nobleman's armour plate dug into one another. 
 
    'You're nothing but an aspiring common murderer that'll kill other men over vague notions of country and honour, not to mention some fat piles of gold and some tits to dig into at the end of it all. Or has your fucking father not told you what happens at the end of a successful siege?' 
 
    'You dare speak to me about murder? You're actively going out of your way to engineer a situation that would allow you to profit from one! At least wars might have some actual reason behind them. At least knights fight for their countries.' 
 
    'Knights fight because at the end of the day they want the same thing everyone else wants, some food on the table and something to fuck. I kill because I have to, because if I don't, I'll starve. This hood I wear is for life, Heun, I can't just rock up somewhere else and try for a different job. And yet you think you somehow get the moral high ground here?' 
 
    Viktor gestured at the boy. 
 
    'You'll kill because you're a stupid, foolish little shit who's let his butcher father fill his head with lies about how there could ever be any good that could come from war. 
 
    'We are not the same. And while you stand there shaking in anger because I've dared speak some truth to your unworthy little face, you remain completely and utterly ignorant of me, boy. You think the world is simple and easy to understand, do you? I keep telling you not to assume things in this city and you keep making the same mistake.' 
 
    'More's the pity they left it at a half-finished job!' Heun marched up towards him with balled fists. 'Were it only they had actually killed you properly, instead of giving a lunatic some silly costume and the apparent licence to stand there bitching at me as if you understand anything about me or my family!' 
 
    Viktor pressed his own hands into fists and this time felt his own voice raising a little alongside his growing temper. Not a shout just yet—hardened drill instructors in the keep shat themselves when Viktor shouted—but slowly getting away from polite. 
 
    'Were it only your fucking fool father had never been posted to this city so that I didn't have to scrape and connive for enough money to feed myself.  Were it only his puny, inadequate balls hadn't pinched out the tiny little mutant sperm cell that would wind its way up your mother's hole, so that she wouldn't have dribbled you out like the little diarrhoea squirt you are. 
 
    'At least then I might've been spared the disgusting spray of diseased word-plague that emits from your mouth every single time you open it.' He punctuated the final words each with a harsh jab of his finger into Heun's chest. 
 
    That was the final provocation. Heun pulled his sword free of his scabbard and the crowd parted like a sea as Heun stared down the edge at him. Viktor was glad to oblige, and this time pulled out the expensive axe. 
 
    Heun tilted his blade up and howled down towards him. 
 
    'Enough.' 
 
    Then, at that single word, the blade veered aside, and Heun promptly tripped up over a loose cobble in his haste to halt it, then fell face-first down into the snow. 
 
    Viktor sighed into his palm, already feeling the oncoming headache as Nikolas Lauter, dressed in the pale pauldrons and white helmet of a watch captain and with his regal blonde features and blue eyes that were so like Heun's set in a stern, displeased scowl, marched up to them, accompanied by a half dozen other watchmen, their own helmets marked with the triple lightning bolt symbol of the Upper Watch. 
 
    'Gentlemen,' Nikolas sighed boredly as the watchmen looked on with something approaching mute horror. 
 
    'Are we having a disagreement by any chance?' 
 
   



 

 Chapter Six: The High Perch 
 
    It was long past evening by the time they made it back to the Upper Keep, Heun and Viktor escorted by two separate groups of three watchmen that were there more to ensure they didn't tear one another's throats out than to make sure neither ran for it. 
 
    As it was, they were both still on edge and Viktor was still deciding whether or not it would be worth it to punch Heun in the back of the head. 
 
    The Upper Keep was itself the size of a normal city's main castle and built loomingly into the rock. They'd had to take, Viktor estimated, forty-seven different sets of stairs and eight or nine crank-operated elevators to get to this point and it was now well-past dark. 
 
    Here he was hoping to get back to his own little rented cottage at the edge of the city before dark. As it was, he'd probably have to bunk in the damn dungeons again. An inn was way out of the question both because it was prohibitively expensive and because there wasn't a trustworthy inn in the entire city that rented out to Blackclads. 
 
    They crossed the greying cobblestone courtyard of the keep and approached a large semi-circular exterior balcony, fifty metres in diameter and formed of perfect white marble that had been cut into hexagonal tiles and sheltered by a large, gazebo-like structure that rimmed the balcony, roofed with red tiles and hung with red banners to keep the dreadful wind away. 
 
    Viktor knew that "the High Perch" was normally only for ceremonial purposes, knighting people and some ceremonies performed by the Church and such. It was currently well-lit and kept warm by several large bonfires set into neat braziers. 
 
    Judging by the servants that were only now beginning to clean up the large tables and stray articles of ornate dishware that had been laid out, Nikolas had been holding some official function or other here today. Not large cause for concern, the watch captains often had to host such things. 
 
    The only thing that did concern him was that the Upper Keep balcony had historically also been used to throw people off of, down the horrible sheer cliff face that a large portion of the north of the city was built on top of, and to their deaths into the sharp ravines and jagged rocks below. 
 
    Knowing Nikolas, he wasn't sure if he was taking them there to throw them to their deaths or get them near a warm fire. 
 
    It might've been either, neither or both. 
 
    'So...' Nikolas began as Heun and Viktor were seated none too gently into some spare seats that were horrifically comfortable. 'Would either of you like to tell me why, during a spare few hours when I thought I might take a squad and stretch my legs away from the feast for a bit, I instead encountered my son and my head of execution both verbally butt-fucking one another while also preparing to violently end one another's lives in the middle of the street?' 
 
    'Your fucking son started it,' Viktor grumbled. 
 
    'Alright, so that's Viktor's input, which shall be duly noted and considered.' A watchman made to pour Nikolas some wine, but he waved the man off politely and instead got up and poured a goblet for him instead. 
 
    He handed it to the watchman, who took it bemusedly. Viktor supposed the man was new to the Upper Keep specifically, as Nikolas's relatively informal way of dealing with his men was well-known to the watchmen that worked directly under him. 
 
    'And you, Heun?' Nikolas asked as he poured two more goblets of wine and set one in front of each of them. 
 
    Heun took his a little gingerly and supped at it gently, as if worried it was a trap. 
 
    Viktor on the other hand was convinced it was a trap and politely shook his head. 
 
    Somewhat against stereotype for someone in his line of work, he was a teetotaller, neither drinking nor smoking, partly because he was paranoid about being poisoned and therefore didn't trust drinks other people offered. 
 
    Never mind that he had never found any alcohol he liked the taste of and that the stupidity it affected on the mind discouraged him from attempting to acquire the taste. 
 
    He only made a show of drinking from that shitty flagon of Milletra's because it was so watered down that it made no difference. 
 
    Plus, even before one considered the fact that he had purposefully swapped his flagon for Heun's just in case, there was no risk of her poisoning Viktor because if he died in her tavern Nikolas would immediately have every right to finger her for it and have her burnt at the fucking stake, and because it was just easier than constantly explaining over and over to the unwashed peasant masses that he wasn't a lightweight, he was just above them and their drunken debauchery. 
 
    Well, he was above everyone, but still. 
 
    He'd not been lying to Randy though. Adelstradian mead really was apparently much better than any of that southern swill. 
 
    Heun bit his lip and thought about it for a moment. '...I did strike first. Technically. But I was provoked.' 
 
    'Alright. Viktor, dear,' Nikolas began condescendingly, 'Heun here, have you met Heun? This is my son, Heun. Say hi to Heun.' His voice dripped with sarcasm. 'Now Heun says he was provoked.' 
 
    By now the guards stationed behind them were staring at them both, rapidly craning their heads left and right to look with shocked faces at whichever questionee was speaking. 
 
    'Verbally. But he escalated the altercation to the physical. Twice.' Viktor crossed his arms. 
 
    'Twice?' Nikolas blinked. 
 
    'Lying—! There was only one fight!' Heun accused. 'Unless you count this morning, in which case you struck first. And you broke two of my fingers!' 
 
    'You broke two of Heun's fingers?' 
 
    'I struck first this morning because you drew steel first. Those broken fingers are you own fault.' Just to drive the point home, Viktor gestured widely at Heun with his own index and middle fingers. 'Besides, they aren't even broken. You said yourself they were probably only fractured.' 
 
    'Heun, did you draw steel first?' 
 
    'I... Yes, Father.' 
 
    'Twice?' 
 
    '...Yes, but he was behaving evilly! And, and he threatened a woman!' 
 
    'Viktor, were you behaving evilly and threatening a woman?' 
 
    'In inverse chronological order, Milletra doesn't count as a woman and "evil" is highly subjective in this context. Well, I mean, it's also subjective in a broader philosophical sense but especially now.' 
 
    Nikolas leaned into his seat and rested his head into his lap. 'Why were you threatening Milletra?' 
 
    '...I was bored, mostly.' 
 
    Nikolas sighed and at that moment actually decided to pour himself a drink. 'Were there any secondary or tertiary reasons why you felt the need to willingly engage with Milletra after I specifically told you not to unless you had to?' 
 
    'Obviously. I wasn't that bored.' 
 
    Viktor leaned forward towards Nikolas, speaking quietly enough that only Nikolas would hear him. 
 
    'You remember my contact in the Lowers Thieves' Guild?' 
 
    Nikolas nodded along slowly, picking up on the hint. 
 
    He gestured with a hand for the guards to take a leave for a few moments, then lowered his voice as well as they dutifully backed away from the pavilion and moved into the outer courtyard. 
 
    Heun also took the cue and moved a few chairs down the table, though he spared Viktor another nasty look for the effort. 
 
    'You know that I don't like to refer to criminal organisations as guilds but, yes, for the purposes of this conversation you did previously mention the existence of a contact.' 
 
    'Right. She's been sending more information my way. At first it didn't seem like anything too incriminating, or at least not immediately actionable but then I went over it a few more times and something clicked. You recall that you had one of Mickey's men in the Middle cells a few days or so ago? In the same batch you specifically ordered brought to the Upper Keep because Rolt's dungeon was getting a little full?' 
 
    Nikolas nodded. 
 
    'I didn't hear his name and you had me overseeing the Lower Keep at that point, so I didn't see his face, but you did say you had one of her men. Caught during a housebreaking less than a week ago?' 
 
    'No, that was a different man, but moved into the same cell block on the same day. The one that claimed to work for Mickey was in on a charge of counterfeiting coin.' 
 
    'Which one was the one with the tattoo of the upside-down grinning face on the back of his neck?' 
 
    '...How did you know he had a tattoo?' 
 
    'A lot of Mickey's guys carry tattoos on them. But they're made from pixiedust so they're temporary and rub off easily enough. Same as a lot of the glow-in-the-dark thief marks her boys scratch all over the city. This month's identifier is the grinning face tattoo. Which one had it?' 
 
    'The housebreaker.' 
 
    'That would be Mickey's man then. The other was probably just claiming to work for her in hopes he could make something up and feed it to you in exchange for a reduced sentence. Forgery is a capital crime. Did that fool pass you anything?' 
 
    'He did, yes.' Nikolas sighed. 
 
    'Did you act on it? Because if he didn't have the tattoo, I'd wager that he wasn't working for Mickey and therefore can't be credibly said to know much about her operations, much less anything insider-based.' 
 
    Heun blinked stupidly at Viktor from where he was badly hiding his blatant attempts to listen in as the conversation took a different turn that he'd evidently been expecting. 
 
    Nikolas noticed too, but didn't make a meal of it. He supposed he wasn't exactly worried that his own son would go find the nearest Blackclad so he could snitch on the snitch. 
 
    'The man did finger some others as alleged collaborators in moving the false coins but the connection they would've had was tenuous at best. I suppose he just picked the names of some people he didn't like out of a hat and gambled with them. I'll have the sergeant I put onto that case made aware that that information was likely faulty. But back to the other one, the housebreaker. You're sure he worked for Mickey?' Nikolas gave him a dry look. 
 
    'Positive. If he had the tattoo and he's still in the cells so that I can ask him some questions and make sure, then he's likely relatively credible. That he didn't draw attention to the fact that he works for her is also telling in and of itself.' 
 
    'But the point is thus: you caught him during a housebreaking, and he had Mick's mark. What End passed to me is that when he got caught, he wasn't actually doing a housebreaking, he was in the process of trying to track down a shipment of pixiedust. Not the red kind that we see running havoc through the Lowers, the blue kind. The expensive kind.' 
 
    'My men didn't get a good look at the house,' Nikolas whispered, 'but it was in the Middle, so they might've felt the need not to intrude too much after an attempted break-in, or at least what might've seemed like one. You know how the Middlemen get. 
 
    'The occupants were apparently quite insistent that the man be taken away immediately for their own safety. They might have been laying it on a bit thick to ease the risk of an exposure. This building was possibly being used as a, what, safe house?' 
 
    'More like a stash house to keep the product in, less so meant to house people. You'll probably find someone is living there regularly, just that if you turn a few boards up you'll find the pixiedust.  
 
    'End says that shipment came from outside the city directly into Milletra's hands in the Lowers, then went directly up, not through any of the other dark guilds. She lost track of it after it passed the Middle Gate, but she's convinced Mickey's man was on to something. If you can find one of the men Milletra had working that house...' 
 
    'And... convince him to elaborate on his associations,' Nikolas continued, 'it will lead us back to Milletra and provide a solid chain of proof.' He smiled. 'Good thinking, albeit my reservations of trusting the word of a thief. But why kick the hornet's nest by antagonising Milletra personally?' 
 
    'There's a fair chance she would have already started moving the pixiedust out of the stash house when your men caught Mickey's man prowling around. I'd give it a day or two at most before she made or up her mind about whether she was going to leave the place alone and hope for the best outcome of the heat quieting down, or risk exposure via movement.' 
 
    Viktor shrugged with one arm, tapping his fingers on the table as he thought. 
 
    'But I couldn't guarantee how long she would give it if she chose the latter. Maybe a few days, maybe a few weeks. Maybe all at once, maybe in increments. Maybe in tiny portions in people's pockets, maybe in one large shipment disguised as some legal goods.' 
 
    'Right,' Nikolas nodded. 
 
    'So now that the literal, black-hooded executioner has smugly made his appearance in her own back garden and attempted to lay down the law, her next thought process will be "What the fuck has recently happened with the watchmen that this idiot feels comfortable coming down here to provoke me and brag about taking my head?"' 
 
    '...And she'll panic and definitely try to move the pixiedust as soon as possible,' Nikolas concluded. 'Why not just issue a warrant myself and have the place searched? Why go through the complexity of kicking the hornets' nest and waiting for her to try to move?' 
 
    'I know your policy is to keep a few guards to watch a building after an attempted break-in. Just in case it turned out to be an attempt at arson or insurance fraud or something other than a housebreaking, right?' 
 
    'Right. Why is this relevant?' 
 
    'Because End also started bitching at me that the watchmen in that part of town have been coming down on her gang especially hard lately. I know you didn't order any crackdowns and she also said they've been leaving most of Milletra's men alone. She thought it was down to incompetence, but I think I can infer they might be on the take.' 
 
    'Bold accusation with very little evidence.' 
 
    'I know, hence why doing it this way has both guaranteed some manner of control over timing and provided a chance to observe those men. The fact that the watchmen in that area are behaving strangely hostile to Mickey's men only serves to convince me further that that's where the pixiedust is stashed. 
 
    'The guards you put outside an attempted break-in building are almost always from the same district, preferably the same one that would normally be on duty in those same streets. It's to make sure they can know the area and notice anything that's too divergent from the baseline, but it has the drawback that if the usual guards are compromised, then so too will be the response team sent to glare at the one building suspiciously. Milletra might be counting on them reporting back to you, saying that nothing out of the ordinary went on.' 
 
    Nikolas sighed, thinking with his hand in his chin as Viktor continued. 
 
    'But if an entirely separate group of watchmen in plain-clothes were to idle around the area unseen without informing the regular boys, notice a lot of moving suddenly occur without the uniformed men on duty raising the alarm or making any motions to prevent it or inform you...' 
 
    Nikolas took a sip of his wine. 
 
    'Then it would be confirmation that the building is a stash house used specifically by Milletra, that she's clearing it out immediately because she's panicking and knows exactly what is in that house and that the men in charge of guarding it are on the take. That's a mountain of evidence,' Nikolas sighed contemplatively. 
 
    Viktor smirked. 
 
    'Assuming you put your men on it tonight, now. I would've normally waited to get this to you so we could sync up timelines, but I only finished going through End's letters this morning and it only all fell into place while I was out with Heun. My concern was that if I waited until I got back to the Upper Keep to make you fully aware of all of this, the blue pixiedust might have already disappeared. Then I'd have nothing and the guards on the take could just play dumb and I'd not be able to actually prove or disprove anything either way. Which would only cause more problems.' 
 
    Nikolas sighed and scowled, folding his arms over his chest. 
 
    '...It's genius. You're an insubordinate, presumptuous little shit for putting it in motion before keying me in but I see the reasoning and it could very well work. You'll need to, as you say, go over Mickey's man in the cells. And show me everything this friend of yours sent you.' 
 
    'The former is easier than the latter, seeing as it's all coded. But doable.' 
 
    'Maxwell.' Nikolas gestured to the guard he had poured the wine for earlier, a thin, slightly anxious twig of a man with blue eyes and hair shaved into a crewcut. 'Go fetch Rosh and tell him to put on his best Sunday finery. You go put something inconspicuous on too. Now.' 
 
    Maxwell saluted hastily and rushed to go do as he was told. 
 
    'Have I earned your forgiveness for bullying your son, milord?' Viktor snarked. 
 
    Nikolas sighed a little and stood, waiving Heun over again. 
 
    'I had both expected and counted on the two of you finding a reason to pick a fight with one another when I told you to pair up for a day, but attempting to kill each other twice was more than I bargained for.  
 
    'We will shelve this conversation until I can speak with you both privately and discuss what happened at length. Until then, you are to leave one another the hell alone, not speak to one another at all unless completely necessary and otherwise do nothing to antagonise one another. Am I clear?' 
 
    'Yes sir.' Heun nodded and stood, pulling his own crisp salute. 
 
    'Yeah, okay. But only because I want to, not because you told me to, Dad.' Viktor chewed his own cheek a little. 
 
    'Outstanding, Son.' Nikolas rolled his eyes. Viktor was genuinely unsure if it was at Heun's awkward formality, Viktor's ongoing attempts to get himself flogged or both. 
 
    'Should I prioritise those messages or the prisoner?' he asked. 
 
    'Have you gone over the letters thoroughly?' 
 
    'Obsessively.' 
 
    'Then I'll trust that you've performed due diligence on that front. I'll order you let into the Upper Keep dungeons.' 
 
    'A little superfluous in that I have my own set of keys in my capacity as, you know, the head torturer, but I do appreciate the consideration.' 
 
    'Just get inside the fucking dungeon and do your job, you inhospitable little man...' Nikolas sighed. 
 
   



 

 Chapter Seven: The Dungeon 
 
    Past the midnight mark of that same evening, and yet still before the sun came up the next morning, the sound of the blade being pressed against the whetstone might have sounded ominous to most people, Viktor mused as he pressed his cheaper axe into the rotating wheel of sharpening stone, sat in the corner of an empty cell in one of the higher dungeon floors he often bunked in when he had to make the trek into the city for work and didn't have the time in a day to spend going back to his little cottage that he rented on the outskirts. 
 
    He honestly just found it grating. It wasn't natural for stone to grind against metal like that, and he felt the painful screech in his ears and the irritation in his teeth. Some people might've found it relaxing to work with their hands, Viktor didn't. 
 
    Much more fulfilling to sharpen and occupy the mind than to spend all day doing something as inane and pointless as carving wood into pretty shapes or lifting heavy things only to put them back down again. He engaged with the physicality of things because he had to, not because he particularly gained pleasure or enjoyment from it. 
 
    'I know this probably looks more than a little troubling, Cuff, but don't worry. This isn't for you.' Viktor brought the axe up to inspect it. 'This is for someone else.' 
 
    'I was about to say...' the short man in the neighbouring cell said through the iron bars, not quite taking his eye off the hauntingly rhythmic motion of Viktor working the hand crank that gave the stone it's impetus. 
 
    Cuff was a very slight man with an awkward, scholarly face. He might've been described as hawkish. The fact that he dressed in the green fabrics of an accountant of all things and wore an odd set of brass glasses that had four sets of bizarrely shaped secondary lenses awkwardly lifted to his forehead only made him appear more comically unthreatening. 
 
    Looks could be deceiving. For all that he was a small man in his mid-forties and wore his beginning-to-bald locks of brown hair in a ponytail that managed to be both ugly and effeminate at the same time, Cuff was the second most dangerous person in Mickey's circle, second only to the woman herself. 
 
    'No, relax. If the watchmen had said that it was you in here, I wouldn't have walked in with the thumb screws and gone into the whole soliloquy about how I was the wrath of God come to punish you for your misdeeds and how only your cooperation would avert your fate. Sorry for the scare. You know I don't like to be too much of a dick to Mickey's boys, but I have to make a big show every once in a while. You know how it goes.' 
 
    'Yeah, no, don't worry about it.' Cuff waved a hand away, still a little anxious but appreciating the distraction of the conversation. 'Completely understand. It was a really nice speech though. I was actually beginning to really like these new digs until you walked in and made me die a little inside. This is a lot nicer than the Middle Keep's dungeons. And the food's actually not even that bad. They even gave me a mattress.' 
 
    'I mean, I know, right?' Viktor shrugged at him. 'And it's easier to break out of too. Not only do they have these stupid little pointless windows on top of the highest floor of cells, but they actually built separate cages for some reason instead of just using brickwork. I mean, can you imagine how much they paid in raw iron to get the bars made when they'd have had an easier time just putting a few more walls. Make for a sturdier foundation too.' 
 
    'I was gonna ask about that. Is this like a noble thing?' 
 
    'You might think so but no. It's kind of like... trickle down privileges? The Upper District is so lush that even the cells they throw stray servants or drunkards into are nicer, simply by association. The cells for the actual nobles are beyond luxurious. They even have baths.' 
 
    'What? No way.' 
 
    'I fuck with thee not, private baths to each room fed with hot water through the pipes, food that gets served in three nutritious meals a day, they let you have books and yard time and visitors. A nobleman's son that knifed somebody and got life in prison for it would de facto have an easier time than my lower-class arse on my best day.' 
 
    'Makes you wonder if the Moneybags don't have a point, eh?' 
 
    'Yeah, but keep that kind of talk to yourself. This part of town, the passive aggressive staring between the Baron and Hulkreug DeWinter is much more in the former's favour. Loose lips get removed this high up.' 
 
    'Yeah, I know what you mean. Stuff got polarising quick the last three decades. I was doing the books for a client in the Middle, one of my side-guys that I cook numbers for, extra booze money and all that. But the catch is that he's in prison, right? So he flat out organises for me to get my way bribed in, past the guards, and I find the rich, fat merchant subhuman fool-man munching on a lamb chop inside a cell that was almost like and arguably better than the ones the nobles have up here. He had three call girls with him.' 
 
    'Stone God's teeth. That's a different beast entirely. The noble cells are nice but that's because it's assumed, and they'd throw a fit if even their servants didn't get better quarters than everyone else in this city. There's no way Captain Lauter would let you buy yourself into comfier holdings up here. I guess Soltkin just genuinely gives no fucks.' 
 
    'Not even one.' 
 
    'Evidently, I need to work on getting my life sentence in this damn hood quashed so that I can switch careers and become a merchant...' 
 
    'You wouldn't need to if you took more bribes. You know Mickey'd make you a rich man if you played ball a little harder.' 
 
    'Psh, yeah, but then I’d have to look Lauter in the face and not feel like shit. The Upper Captain... is oddly naïve for a man in his forties but he's beginning to learn how this city works.' 
 
    'Wait, come again. You don't think he's gonna go straight? Nobody in Adelstrad ever goes properly clean, Viktor.' 
 
    'That the thing. He is properly clean. Like, I looked for evidence of bullshit. Nothing. No class prejudices, no sordid dealings, nothing. I found a single fuckup that I suspect may have been the thing that got him moved out of the capital, but it wasn't anything to do with his job.' 
 
    'He might just be good at hiding it. Not everybody in the world is as blatant as Adelstradian nobles.' 
 
    'I know, and at first the lack of any marks just made me even more suspicious. The clean-appearing nobles are the ones you have to watch out for, but I genuinely think he's naïve enough to believe he can do good here.' 
 
    'Okay, I can buy stupid, but don't tell me you're starting to believe him.' 
 
    '...I don’t know. Maybe I'm just hedging my bets. Mickey's an angel compared to the other dark guilds I have to deal with and a fair portion of the rest of this rathole, and I'll throw her bones to cover my rent, but you know how it goes. You throw your money in with one guy today and tomorrow that same guy is dead and the bloke that killed him wants your intestines just for associating with him.' 
 
    'Yeah, I get that. I mean, I think you understate how nice working for Mick is, but then again I don't have to awkwardly balance pleasing my bosses by cutting the heads off criminals and not getting shanked by the criminals for cutting their friends' heads off.' 
 
    'Don't forget that in-between doing that I have to find a way to not die of starvation. Even the havage tax I get to pull on people only goes so far before the grain traders lose their shit, the travelling ones, not the Moneybags.' 
 
    'Yeah, it's bullshit, especially seeing as the whole reason the Watch lets you do that in the first place is to avoid starving when there's no work. If it helps, you can always fall back on enforcer work. Mick'd pay you choicer and steadier income if you got further into her good side. I don't think she much cares if that's by letting the occasional one of her boys conveniently escape or by bashing heads in for her. Work got done is work got done. But out of curiosity, and sorry if my change in conversation topic is a little on the nose, but what's the word on when I'm getting out?' 
 
    'Could be another few days. I'll try to speed that up if I can. Captain Lauter is the type to press for a stern but fair punishment being meted out to you, which in his book and when considering the fact that you're a marked member of a dark guild that's on record for a good couple of offences by now, might mean lashes or maybe even a severed pinkie if he's feeling very humourless. Tame compared to what the old Upper Watch Captain handed out but still unpleasant.' 
 
    Cuff paled a little. 
 
    'But relax. You know that Mickey has friends in filthy-rich places. A lot of the poorer merchants have shady dealings with her and not a mere few of the more well-off ones.' 
 
    Viktor sighed and rumbled off, working his knuckles and then pressing the axe back to the grindstone. 
 
    'Some guy in her back pocket from some fucking guild of something that deals in her stolen goods or pays her to victimise their competitors or something will come along and plead to your innocence and attest to your character or claim you as his long lost cousin Bartholomew, pass some bribes along to anybody but Nikolas or otherwise threaten to make a massive amount of pain for the Uppermen. And then he'll have to cave and let you out. I'll make sure to spin it that you're a non-violent offender that was in over his puny head or la dee da.' 
 
    He gestured to Cuff with the blade. It was almost sharp enough now. 
 
    'But that brings me back to my reason for coming down here in the first place. The rumour mill tells me that you were breaking into a stash house when you got caught? Something about something relating to pixiedust.' 
 
    'The hell did you hear about that?' 
 
    'The breaking and entering charge is literally nailed to your cell while you're in here, Cuff.' 
 
    'Not that. Where the hell did you hear anything about pixiedust?' 
 
    This was the part where he had to be good at lying through his teeth. The idea that Mickey had a rat in her basement who was freely tattling on both her own boss and Milletra for cash had to remain absurd. 
 
    '...I'm supposed to keep quiet about this, but I'll tell you in exchange for a yes or no confirmation of whether or not you were looking for dust. Deal?' 
 
    Cuff considered it, no doubt weighing up the possibility of plugging a leak and his orders to not make any himself. 'Deal.' 
 
    'Milletra has a watch rat in her gang. I won't tell you who it is by name but one of her boys has been opening his mouth in exchange for coin. For a while now, actually.' 
 
    '...Shit. The Council will cut his head in two when they catch him. If he's lucky. And I guess he mentioned some shit about some pixiedust in the house I was breaking into.' Cuff took the bait, no doubt wanting confirmation about whether or not the stuff had actually been there before he got nabbed. 
 
    'Essentially, yes.' 
 
    'Alright, look. I was looking for dust. That's all I can say about that, so there's your binary yes.' Cuff looked down the hall towards the door worriedly. 'I'm not sure it's safe to talk here anyway.' 
 
    'Relax. That's several centimetres of iron and I bolted it shut from the inside on my way in. The only other guy in here was the counterfeiter idiot and he's fifty cells away. Also he gave me attitude when I walked in and I let him taste my cudgel with the back of his head, so he's very asleep right now. I ask because I'm working on something that might satisfy both Mickey and the Captain if it gets done properly.' 
 
    '...I haven't really been cleared to talk about it, even if you are kind of sort of one of her guys. Mickey told me specifically to keep my face shut.' 
 
    '...How serious was she?' 
 
    'Dead serious. She really wanted stuff kept on the down low. That's all I can say.' 
 
    'Unless I get the thumb screws out,' Viktor joked. 
 
    Cuff winced. 
 
    'Relax. I'll leave it for now because I think I already know, but I do need to talk to her at some point. Nothing too dramatic but I'm about to finalise a favour for her that took several months of work to put the pieces into place for, so once it all goes to plan, I'll need you to get me in touch with her. Work a few things out and get settled up.' 
 
    'That I can do easily enough, yeah.' Cuff grinned and offered a thumbs-up. 
 
    Viktor chuckled to himself. 
 
    'This is why I like you, Cuff. It's always a pleasure to imprison a professional.' Viktor got to his feet and scratched his arms. 'Now listen, I may as well steal you some of that fine noble fare from the upstairs kitchens while I'm here, let you have a taste of the good stuff for once in your weaselly little life. You a beer or a wine man?' 
 
    Cuff blinked, taken off guard. 
 
    'I don't know if you can swipe any mead? Maybe some of those weird cheeses they have up he—' 
 
    The handle of the iron door scraped against itself awkwardly, then twice more. Someone, probably a guard, cursed and then started banging on the door, trying to push it open. 
 
    'Well, there goes that plan,' Cuff grumbled. 'You should maybe get that before we both look like shit.' 
 
    'Yeah, yeah. You know, it seems like just about the only talent I have in abundance, disregarding my powers of being an amusing dickhead, is getting interrupted constantly. It's like a family curse. I open my mouth to guy number one, then bloke number two materialises and urgently needs to speak with me.' 
 
    The banging intensified and Viktor stomped over to the door, unlatching it and pulling it open. 
 
   



 

 Chapter Eight: The Sunless Sky 
 
    Nikolas was still on the High Perch by the time that Viktor arrived, seated easily in one of the more comfortable-looking chairs with his back partially to Viktor so that he could only see one side of the Captain's face. 
 
     He was nursing another goblet of wine. The man wasn't normally prone to excess so it may have been a bad sign that he was on another glass of wine. Then again he might've only opened a second on now, rather than drinking the entire time Viktor had been in the dungeons. 
 
    Of note was the fact that he was completely alone. No sentries, no guards. No other watchmen. No Heun. The fires in the braziers had long since burnt out. 
 
    'You wanted to see me.' He didn't phrase it as a question, crossing his arms to hide the shiver the cold wind caused him. 
 
    They were high up like this, and the northern sea approach Adelstrad was built to guard brought cold and furious winds. 
 
    Nikolas was silent for several moments, evidently considering his response carefully. Viktor let him. 
 
    Five kilometres away, lit by the full moon, the Northern Ocean roiled, and waves of cold ice crashed into the shore and battered the buildings and the ships moored in the harbour. 
 
    The ocean was still mostly frozen over now, but the superstitious part of Viktor felt like he could practically hear the frozen water crack open and offer pathways for the raiding fleets. 
 
    It was the middle of February, and if the ice was indeed going to melt sooner than expected this year, that meant they would quickly have even more problems to contend with than just the ones inside the city and the small scouting groups the Nordlings had offered thus far. 
 
    Those had only been the raiders foolish, reckless or desperate enough to try to weave their ships through the partially frozen sea. And only the lucky ones that hadn't sunk their longships or run aground and starved to death on the ice had even made landfall. 
 
    Every year, as the thaw was coming and it gradually became safe to fish again, the Adelstradian fishermen from the city's separate Harbour District built along the shore always found at least a hundred or so skeletons on the sporadic, stubborn pieces of ice that refused to melt. And sometimes the creaking, empty longships that floated on the lonely ocean, their crews either dead or vanished. 
 
    All that was left of long starved Northmen that had made the journey recklessly before the melt. 
 
    Then, if the fishermen were unlucky, not long after that, they found the Northmen's living fellows as they came crashing upon them not unlike the floods the Northern Ocean itself could cause during a bad storm. 
 
    'When I first came to this city,' Nikolas begin neutrally, 'I had heard rumours of how it worked. How it... operated.' 
 
    Viktor said nothing. 
 
    'I used to think myself a hard man. I've seen battlefields. I've seen dead men and women. I've seen burnt corpses. Smelt the rot. I thought I knew nightmare when I clapped eyes on some dead children. Crushed to death by a rock I had ordered thrown from a trebuchet. The target had been a castle tower, but at those distances, accuracy can't be guaranteed. So instead, I became a murderer of a family of five. At least I think there were five of them, including the parents. The... remains... were not easy to identify.' 
 
    Viktor sighed. The cold was hateful without the fires, and yet Nikolas somehow seemed to not mind it at all. 
 
    He didn't understand how. Viktor hated the cold, and he'd already lived in this city for a year. Velmont was a warmer climate, and the winters weren't quite so terrible. Not as warm as the idyllic south of Theronl, famous for its vineyards, but warm enough that if you accidentally left your dog outside during the winter, by the morning he'd be merely cold and not frozen into a chunk. 
 
    By all accounts Nikolas should have bene chittering. 
 
    'I've spoken with Heun. He has provided some insight into what occurred between the two of you,' Nikolas sighed and downed the rest of his goblet. 
 
    It irritated Viktor that he was unable to pin down the inflection in Nikolas's voice. 
 
    'Before you and I get into it, and we will be having this conversation now, I need to say the following. You should have made it clear to me that your only reason for wanting Milletra dead so badly was coin.' 
 
    'Coin isn't my only reason.' 
 
    'Oh?' Nikolas toyed the now empty goblet around a little, peering into it and at the last few stray drops of red liquid at the bottom, like he was hoping they would tell him the future. 'But it is a reason?' 
 
    'Obviously. I do actually need to eat, Nikolas.' 
 
    'You have the right of havage for that, do you not?' 
 
    'Perhaps, but I only make so many coppers off of it when I have to wind up reselling so much of the grain for the money to pay my rent. It inevitably comes down to a monthly choice between barely eating and barely appeasing my landlord. Why is this relevant?' 
 
    'Viktor, don't play stupid. If you were struggling with money that badly, you should have damn well said something to me.' 
 
    'Why in the three hells would I go and do that?' 
 
    'I could've made arrangements.' 
 
    '...In exchange for what?' Viktor asked warily. 
 
    Nikolas sighed the sigh of a man that had lived too long and leaned backwards in his chair. 
 
    He might've made no secret to Cuff of the fact that Mickey regularly sent small amounts bribe money his way, but it was inevitably for the simple and harmless running guarantee that he wouldn't rough up any of her men too bad and would make sure they got treated relatively decently. Captain Drought had ordered him to hurt any lowborn criminals that came into the dungeons of any of the three keeps but Viktor had been mostly confined to the Lower Keep until Nikolas's arrival, so the man didn't exactly check very often. 
 
    Coming down to the Lower Keep had been beneath Drought, after all. 
 
    The money he got for not being a sadistic tyrant didn't weigh much on his conscience, seeing as most of Mickey's boys were relatively benign and it didn't really cost him anything. Far more lucrative were the times when he had the opportunity to tattle on Milletra's thugs. Mick paid a premium for that kind of information. 
 
    Sadly, those occasions were rare. Milletra wasn't stupid, and she ran a tight ship. Neither the woman herself nor her men left many breadcrumbs to follow. 
 
    That they kept getting away with shit was one of the many reasons why Viktor was more eager to put the hurt on any of Milletra's men that came in. 
 
    Those indecent slags, them he could put through the thumb screws all day. It was part of the reason Milletra hated him so much. But he was wary of engaging in any dealings that were more... severe than the arrangements he had with Mick. 
 
    Nikolas stared for a few seconds, then pinched the bridge of his nose. 'Stone God's scars, Viktor. I didn't mean to suggest I would bribe you for something. You know that isn't how I do things. I only barely tolerate even the existence of those rathole "contacts" of yours and even then, only because you've demonstrated that there's a perverse effectiveness in allowing them to freely hand one another over to the Watch in exchange for a few eyes turned blind to the occasional pickpocket. Is everything in this city only about coin?' 
 
    'You've been here for half a year and you're a reasonably smart man. You tell me.' 
 
    'Coin and hate. Coin and hate seem to be the glue keeping this city together. So I suppose that's the other half of your reason for so enthusiastically going to antagonise Milletra despite my explicit instructions to not kick the hornets nest until it was all aligned properly.' 
 
    'Like I said, I was concerned about ti—' 
 
    'I know, and I take you for your word in that being your actual thought process and not just something you fed me to make me shut up. Is there a reason you hate Milletra so much? A specific one, rather than your more philosophical and predictable hatred of everyone?' 
 
    Viktor sighed. 'Are you going to have me ceremonially thrown off the High Perch if I sit down and pour myself some fucking water?' 
 
    Nikolas blinked, then peered at the edge of the balcony. 'So that's why there aren't any bannisters... Sit down, you fool.' 
 
    Viktor did so, and slowly poured himself a drink. 'My ongoing little feud with Milletra is a story that is relatively brief. She hates me because I killed her daughter, and I hate her because she has the audacity to hate me for it.' 
 
    Nikolas blinked. 'You murdered her daughter?' 
 
    'No, not technically. It was technically considered a just killing, not a murder. This was before you got here. Your predecessor, Upper Captain Drought, was a malicious, stupid, obesely corrupt old fool that I suspect derived sexual pleasure from hurting people. This city has a bloody reputation for the many executions we perform, and yet true to my luck, Drought came into his office at about the same time I did mine, the beginning of last year. He was of the opinion that the death penalty didn't deter crime enough.' 
 
    'I mean, it doesn't. Statistically speaking—' 
 
    'Yes, yes, yes. The death penalty might not really deter crime as much as one would assume, and while I personally would prefer to get my head cut off quickly rather than thrown in a cell for my entire life, it does at least put a very firm... halt to repeat offenders. If you get my meaning.' 
 
    'I can pick up on another one of your executioner jokes, Viktor,' Nikolas said dryly. 'Continue.' 
 
    'Right. So Drought preferred to have people tortured, then released back into society. Most of the time he favoured water torture. You know, dunking people's heads into a pool of water over and over again, letting them come just near to the point of drowning but pulling them out before they could fall unconscious. 
 
    'If someone repeated too many times, the rule of three, he normally either had one of his men toss them off the high perch or sold them to the Slavers' Guild.' 
 
    Viktor had been very convinced that at least part of the reason Drought operated the way he did was so that he could both have a private show in the Upper Keep wherein he could watch people get flung to their deaths, and just to be a dick and save on the money he would've otherwise had to pay Viktor for doing it. 
 
    Pity Viktor didn't get paid for all the people he'd had to dunk. He might otherwise be a very rich man. But no, he got paid for executions, not for tortures. He had to do those for free if he wanted to keep his havage rights. 
 
    And his head. 
 
    'That's... sickening.' 
 
    'You begin to understand why there were literal informal parades that sprung up all over when the Baron decided he needed to prove that his sword arm is still something to be scared of. He personally severed Drought's head for taking one too many little gifts from the Upper Thieves' Guild. But I digress. I myself performed only two executions for Drought.' 
 
    Viktor sighed and worked the goblet in his hands, then pulled his hood back and took a careful sip. 
 
    That old man he'd had to kill for trespassing still haunted his dreams. He'd done nothing. He had deserved help instead of the axe, but Drought hadn't cared. 
 
    Viktor had made sure the old man was housed in the Middle Keep, in nicer quarters. And he'd made sure to kill him via a painless tasteless poison administered only after giving him something in his soup to make him sleep and only cut the head off the body after it had gone stone cold with death. 
 
    The price to buy Soltkin's cooperation in that had hurt his savings severely but he had simply been unable to put the poor man onto the chopping block. 
 
    Drought had bought it like the fat idiot he was. 
 
    'The first was one that I was much more concerned over. The second, though it was unnecessarily brutal, was well-warranted. Milletra's daughter, who was also sort of her apprentice. The details were sketchy from the beginning but the long and short is that she got addicted to the red pixiedust after she got curious and sampled some from a shipment. Everything went very wrong from there. Now, Milletra's husband wasn't a particularly nice man but even he wouldn't watch his daughter waste away into a living corpse like that, so he tried to still her addiction. She reacted predictably poorly.' 
 
    Nikolas sighed and poured himself another goblet. 
 
    'Perhaps only Flora and her father knew what the exact details were but it's a moot point. After the girl had murdered her own father over money for the red pixiedust, Drought decided that he had to make a public show of it. I killed her. Via the burning stake.' 
 
    Nikolas closed his eyes. 'And Milletra blames you?' 
 
    'In a horrible way that I can sort of understand. Your addict daughter knifes your husband to death, gets herself killed in a very painful manner, and you're left to inherit the leadership of the guild that reminds you of nothing but the two of them. Most of her anger might have gone to Drought, but seeing as he himself got killed by the Baron before she could enact revenge...' Viktor trailed off, gesturing to himself. 
 
    'You're the only one left that she can blame.' 
 
    'Other than herself. And blame, she does. I wasn't lying to Heun when I said she's tried to kill me thrice now. Twice in the city, once in the outskirts. I might perhaps forgive her the hatred, but the first attempt on my life was where I drew the line. And if I'm being honest, it was relatively known that she was a shitty, neglectful mother. So the fact that she has the audacity to attempt the moral high ground with me... It leaves me seething.' 
 
    Nikolas said nothing for a few minutes, then nodded to himself. 'I suppose you would also feel somewhat safer with her out of the picture.' 
 
    'I am getting a little tired of looking over my shoulder for the next one of her thugs I have to chop up, yes.' 
 
    'Again, you should have told me about all of this. I would've assigned you a guard.' 
 
    'And do what, Nikolas, have me stay in this keep for the rest of my life, completely and totally reliant on your strange fascination with trying to be benevolent to the commoners?' 
 
    'It's not a fasc—' Nikolas caught his own tone. 'Things are done differently where I'm from. It's why I haven't signed any kill orders and it's why I haven't had anyone tortured.' 
 
    'Why you haven't done so, thus far. And yet this city sees that as a sign of weakness, not as a virtue. Perhaps your intentions are good, and maybe you might be made of stern enough stuff to command a battlefield. But this city is like a battlefield wherein no winner ever emerges. It's completely ungovernable and by now it runs only on greed and cruelty.' 
 
    '...The more time I spend here, the more I begin to understand that. But, bringing us again to the altercation between you and my boy, Heun doesn't. I've been keeping him up in the keep running combat drills without end and I've done everything I can to prepare him for the day where he might swap the family armour out for a set of watchman's mail, but I still am concerned he doesn't understand this city at all.' 
 
    'Which is why you sent him to me. I'm aware. I can see the logic and I'm now unappreciative of the need, but you saw how that turned out.' 
 
    Nikolas pressed the cold glass to his temple, an motion that made Viktor feel colder just looking at it. 
 
    'He wouldn’t have told you this, but when he's out and about he only carries blunted swords. Enough to look like something he could cut something down with but not sharp enough to actually pierce skin or draw blood and have a life on his conscience.' 
 
    'That's fucking stupid. Make sure he loses that habit quickly. It'll get him killed here. Much more sensible to carry both a sword and a cudgel. I mean, I carry two big axes and more often than not I'd swing to kill, but it's just as easy to use the back of the axe as bludgeon.' 
 
    'I know, and I will. And I'm not attempting to make excuses for him, and I'll have him in the dungeons for a week for losing his patience and behaving so impetuously like that, but he wasn't attempting to make it a lethal confrontation.' 
 
    'Right, just beat me to a paste.' 
 
    'The boy is... passionate. He claims you slandered my name quite thoroughly and recklessly endangered a man's life.' 
 
    'The first is true, seeing as I make a point to slander everyone's name whenever I get a chance to. Besides, you woke me up at like four in the bloody morning to trek out into the snow and slice inanimate objects. Some slander was well in order. But he does vastly overexaggerate the risk the merchant was put in.' 
 
    'I agree, after having him explain it to me in more detail, but you should have made efforts to communicate your intentions with him before you went into Milletra's tavern. That said, and despite your continuing suspicions of me, Heun should not have acted the fool and he most certainly should not have struck first in the street. 
 
    'I know the nobles in Adelstrad treat the place as their own personal playground, I know that more than a few would sooner kill a victimised commoner to shut them up than let their reputation get drawn through the mud, but it's simply not how things should be done. 
 
    'I feel you should be compensated somehow, especially given the fact that my policies have apparently hindered you financially.' 
 
    'Let's not pretend you didn't know you were screwing me over, Nikolas.' 
 
    'No, I legitimately didn't.' Nikolas quickly shook his head. 'I should have double-checked but I was honestly under the impression that you were paid a monthly salary just like any other watchman. I thought you'd be thrilled at the prospect of... less work.' Nikolas gestured to him meaningfully. 
 
    Viktor hated that he believed him, he truly did. 'Is this not how executioners are paid in Velmont? Don't tell me the capital is this crimeless society that has no need for such people.' 
 
    'No, we have them, but they're drawn from the ranks of the capital's watch and army, and many of them function as medics most of the time. The requisite knowledge of human anatomy and all...' 
 
    Viktor sighed and considered it, rolling his head around his shoulders. 'Elaborate on what "compensation" means.' 
 
    'I think it would be fairer for you to provide a number you feel is reasonable.' 
 
    'Thirty silvers,' he said instead of something reasonable. 
 
    'Done.' 
 
    Viktor scoffed. 'Bullshit. Just like that? On top of Heun spending a week in the dungeon? Not even the upper noble cells, but the proper dungeon?' 
 
    Nikolas shrugged, as if not understanding. 'It's not an unfair response, as far as I'm concerned. I know that Heun can afford to pay that much from the money he has in the bank.' 
 
    Of course, lower nobles and all. The boy's monthly allowance was probably orders of magnitude more than what Viktor might've made in a decade. 
 
    'How easily?' 
 
    'It would make up several years, six or so, of his savings but that's his own fault.' 
 
    Strange. That was a stupidly low number... He knew Nikolas was the kind of man that avoided spoiling his children but for a noble, even one from a lesser house that was not particularly known for its wealth, that was a puny amount, almost mocking. 
 
    'And he got these savings just by virtue of being your son, or—?' 
 
    'No, I don't really pay out for extra luxuries, at least not the mindless frivols I see some of the younger nobles in the capital wasting their parents' money on. He made most of that money fighting in tourneys.' 
 
    Viktor thought about it for a moment, then shook his head and got up.  
 
    'Forget it, Nikolas. If he made the money fair and square himself then I don't intend to scrabble it off him because he tried to get into a brawl. I perhaps should have been more careful in how I phrased my intentions with Milletra. I'll be the first to admit that I might've let my enthusiasm at polishing up her and my little game of wits make me perhaps less diplomatic than I should've been. I suppose he jumped to several incorrect conclusion after I did a poor job of explaining the situation.' 
 
    'Alright, I can see your point. Begrudgingly. I'll compensate you myself.' 
 
    'I don't expect that.' 
 
    'I insist. I can't just set the precedent that Heun be allowed to behave foolishly and you simply be expected to tolerate it. I don't care about the class difference. Even were the title of Upper Captain not one that became heritable to my line when I took up the post, he will still be Lord Lauter one day when I pass and I expect him to conduct himself appropriately.' 
 
    'And I appreciate the offer, but I don't require charity.' 
 
    'It's not charity. In Velmont, settling a dispute with a monetary price is perfectly common.' 
 
    'It was less a dispute as it was a, forgive me for being more blunt than usual, rather pathetic set of attempts to fight me. They were more awkward to watch than they were troublesome.' 
 
    Nikolas let a sighed growl escape him. 'You're not normally one to make such extra allowances for people. Is this your attempt at getting into my good graces?' 
 
    'I was already about as far into your good graces as a man in my position is going to get. You think it escapes my notice that you've slowly but surely placed more and more trust into me these last six months? I think you tacked onto the fact that I'm in possession of a superior intellect'—Nikolas rolled his eyes at that—'about three seconds into our first conversation when you came to inspect the Lower Keep for the first time. 
 
    Viktor stretched. 
 
    'But it's good that you're questioning me, Nikolas. Maybe if you keep doing that to more people, and adjust the way you do things a little, this city might calm down slightly. And for God's sake, let the boy stew for a night, give him a mild cuff round the ears and let him out. A week is excessive.' 
 
    Viktor started to pace back and forth. It might've been mistaken for a motion of irritation, but he was just cold and sitting still in one place with nothing to do bored him, so it was better to just fidget around a little. 
 
    'I'm not sure how I feel about you assuming what your place in the hierarchy is, Viktor. I definitely don't like you telling me how to discipline my son.' 
 
    'He's not your son. He's the replacement you're training. That's what you should be prioritising, at least. Having him rot in a cell for a week is both going too far for a few brawls that amounted to no significant harm and a waste of time. Better to teach him the work.' 
 
    Nikolas sighed and pressed a hand to his chin, thinking. 'And you'd just let him off the hook? Just like that? Why not take the silvers?' 
 
    'Because I am, if nothing else, a mountain of pride stuffed into the vague shape of a man. You know this. Even a Blackclad has his own perverse sense of ethics, brutal as mine may be.' 
 
    '...Fine. But don't think this conversation has given you licence to start presuming things, Viktor.' 
 
    Nikolas's face turned properly dark for the first time in their discussion, and he tapped his fingers against the edge of the seat in a manner that wasn't unlike a war drummer carrying a marching tune. He looked at Viktor direly. 
 
    'I do still know what you did to get that hood put over your head, and even I am not generous enough to ever let you forget it. Be careful that your perception of your own usefulness does not lead you to assume that you are indispensable to me.' 
 
    'Scary man,' Viktor chuckled. 'I may think that I'm smarter than everyone else in this city, Nikolas, and I may be fully willing to abuse your frankly unreasonable tolerance to throw snark at you, but don't think I'm going to get too big for my boots. What was it you said when you first told me to go look into that circle of pickpockets in the Uppers? "Do well for me, and I will see if something can't be done about your sentence"? Were you lying?' 
 
    'No, but I believe I made it clear that I would expect you to spend a long time working your debt off, and that the privileges of sarcasm and free travel through the districts you enjoy so much can be revoked at a moment's notice. Just be wary that you don't forget where the line is. I already dislike these rumours I hear of you taking bribes from Mickey the Ease.' 
 
    'Ah, you know about those. You do remember me telling you very explicitly that I both took bribes before you got here and had no intention of stopping even while you were in office?' 
 
    'Which was and is a bold thing to say to the man that holds your life in his hands, and a very strange way to live the aforementioned life seeing that I've just offered to increase your pay.' 
 
    'You've offered to provide a once-off as compensation for an altercation you exaggerate the severity of. You don't actually have the authority to edit people's salaries. Only the Baron and his court does. If you try to pay me more, it serves as unnecessary risk of the old man finding out, assuming fraud or corruption of some sort, and you subsequently tasting his sword next. 
 
    'And I told you that Mickey wouldn't trust me as far as she could throw me if she didn't feel there was something I was gaining from her. Nobody buys the "kind-hearted torture-opposed executioner" angle. Not here, anyway. People in this city don't trust free meals, you understand, and if I'm going to keep up communication with my contact, I can't have Mickey watching me too closely.' 
 
    'Hmph. An artfully put together little pile of words that conveniently kills three birds with one stone for you. I stay in the keep and you don't have to worry about another tyrant captain coming along and replacing me, you gain some currency, and you retain the ability and the excuse to operate so freely with these "contacts" that I seem to never have any control over or much knowledge about.' 
 
    Nikolas crossed his arms. 
 
    'I find that many of the things in this city turn out that way, at least when it comes to you. Conveniently wrapped up in nice little packages with few people any the wiser. When exactly are you going to explain how it was you got so good at these little games we play? I know your name and what you did for that hood, and that's about it.' 
 
    'And such is the way it will stay. Maybe I'll be generous and offer that I might tell you the day you convince the Baron to quash my sentence.' 
 
    'That day might, hopefully, come sooner than I would have expected.' Nikolas pointed with his chin at a spot behind Viktor and stood up. 
 
    Viktor turned, and Maxwell, dressed in much more casual colours—the kind you might expect a man to wear when he was hitting the town—drew closer at a brisk pace, recognisable only by the slightly nervous look on his face. 
 
    He snapped a smart salute and Viktor only barely suppressed a chuckle at his nervousness. 
 
    'Report,' Nikolas sighed. 
 
    'All was as the executioner predicted, Captain. We were only there for about three hours or so before a cart approached, and two men got out. They spoke with the three watchmen guarding the house and then entered the property unhindered. The guards made no motion to stop them even as they came back out carrying several small crates.' 
 
    'God, I'm a beautifully intelligent little genius...' Viktor bragged. 
 
    Nikolas gave him a light punch in the ribs and a mean look. 'And? What were the crates filled with?' 
 
    'When we called the ambush and the reserve squad came in, we first thought it might've been a mistake. The crates were filled with fertiliser, the artificial kind the Guild of Alchemists manufactures. But while the other men were arresting the duty-watchmen, Rosh got curious and went to inspect the haul. Two dozen or so crates in all. He sifted his hand through the mix. It came away with several small crystals mixed in.' 
 
    'Blue pixiedust,' Nikolas nodded. 'He wasn't affected by the drug, was he?' 
 
    'No sir. He was fortunately wearing gloves so there was no skin contact, and he made sure not to inhale when near the opened crates.' 
 
    Nikolas pulled a piece of parchment and a quill off a side table and began scribbling a note. 
 
    'Are all of Milletra's men and the dirty guards in custody?' 
 
    'Yes sir. We're loading them into the cells now, and the crates into secure storage.' 
 
    The Captain nodded, still writing as he spoke. 'Fill a single crate with the pixiedust-laced fertiliser and take it to the Guild of Alchemists. Give them this'—he rolled the parchment up—'and tell them to very thoroughly and very quietly test the substance and confirm what it is and where it came from. Make sure you do not go alone, bring a squad with. We need to be absolutely sure this is what we think it is.' 
 
    'On the topic of storage, be careful,' Viktor hummed. 'Blue pixiedust doesn't have the... decaying toxins of its more common counterpart but it is pretty fucking explosive if exposed to even a small naked flame or even moved around without enough care, and the hallucinations produced by the stuff are much stronger and much less contact is required to induce them. Like you say, a single accidental whiff or brush of unprotected skin can reduce a person to a drooling husk for a few hours.' 
 
    Maxwell's face turned an extra kind of nervous at that, and Nikolas gave Viktor a funny look. 
 
    'The northeast tower is currently largely unoccupied. Place it all there, under heaviest guard. No torches.' 
 
    Maxwell nodded and took the paper, then snapped off another salute and rushed off. 
 
    Nikolas gave a look to Viktor that might've been something between relief and irritation. 'Stop looking so pleased with yourself, you smug individual.' 
 
    'I'm not smug at all. Besides, you can't even see my face.' 
 
    'I can hear the smug on it, Viktor.' 
 
   



 

 Chapter Nine: The Deeper Dungeon 
 
    Viktor kept a pocket watch on him in the dungeons, one of the necessities for coming down here. According to it, the sun was due up in a few hours, relatively neatly at seven. 
 
    As he took a dull, bored moment away from the busywork occupying his hands, Viktor contemplated that he hated dawn and the sunrise. It was objectively inferior to sunset, though even that wasn't saying much. He didn't appreciate the times of transition, even if he did find the sunset slightly less irritating. Give him a dark night lit by the moon or give him a nice day. He had little patience for the in-between. 
 
    Though, even if it might simply have been a function of not growing up in Adelstrad and therefore not having to deal with the constants of either frigid winters or severely wet summers his whole life, he had a soft spot for overcast days. There was nothing better than a proper thunderstorm to fall asleep to. 
 
    As long as it wasn't snowing, he honestly didn't fucking mind. 
 
    'Now, I'll ask once more with my polite voice, and if I'm not put into possession of a satisfactory answer, I will begin to lose my patience.' 
 
    'Go to hell,' snapped the thug with the dirty blonde hair and the lean face. Thumb screws had brought his name out as Brandt. 
 
    Brandt spat a dirty glob of mucous onto Viktor's hood. 
 
    He sighed, then pushed Brandt's head back into the water and held it there even as he continued to struggle. 
 
    He was only an average sized man and Viktor was built broadly even for his lack of time spent going out of his way to keep in shape the way the watchmen did, so he wasn't too worried about Brandt pulling out of his grip. 
 
    That said, he was also not a complete idiot, so he'd locked each of his wrists into a pair of sturdy handcuffs built into either side of the stone drowning basin he was currently using to make Brandt see his point of view. His ankles were also each attached via a sturdy chain to a big rock. 
 
    Not a ball, a jagged and unevenly shaped rock. Balls were bad luck for keeping someone in place. The concern was that a sufficiently motivated prisoner would manage to roll it. Better to be something that was too sharp on the hands to carry and a severe pain to drag. 
 
    As was proper, the moment the man's struggling began to cease he pulled him out of the water and let him sit there and gasp for air.  
 
    Viktor let him catch his breath. 
 
    In the corner of the room, Maxwell eyed the entire affair awkwardly. Rosh on the other hand looked mostly bored by the iron-reinforced door that had been locked from the outside, amber eyes flicking back and forth between the interrogation and some dirt caught underneath one of his fingernails. 
 
    The stockier, moustached man whose mop of brown hair was just starting to grey at the edges had been a soldier before he'd joined the watch, so Viktor supposed a little water was nothing to the gore he was used to. 
 
    He'd made sure to get two more guards posted on the other side of the door. Nothing should be left to chance when you're interrogating someone. Chaining them in place without the use of their arms and legs and making sure there was more than one person in the room and several outside was the most basic level of security he required before he started working. 
 
    Some would call it paranoid, but if he were chained like a rat in a room and given the choice between being tortured to death and killing himself trying to escape, he knew which he would choose. 
 
    And he knew how many fucks he would give about the furniture and anyone in his way. 
 
    It might've seemed arrogant, but he was pretty sure that if he were in Brandt's situation and got a few spare seconds to work the cuffs off, he could do some severe damage to Maxwell and Rosh before he used one of their swords to either pry the door ajar and slice his way to freedom or cut his own guts open. 
 
    'You know, Brandt.' He pulled him back by his hair with one hand and gripped his neck with the other. 'Despite common understandings of my job, I can tell you from experience that confessions obtained through torture or indeed, any kind of coercion are often less than useless. Eventually the victim will tell you anything to make the pain stop, even if they have to falsely confess or make up details of a crime they know nothing about. 
 
    'It just doesn't really work, you know? So I want you to know that doing this isn't my preference. I was ordered to hurt you. And even then, the Captain only ordered it because you refused to respond to the much more polite questioning that was initially offered to you. Really, you're only doing this to yourself right now.' 
 
    Telling the victim that the pain was their own fault was a particularly dirty trick he didn't like to use often, but if you could add a layer of doubt and psychological torture onto the physical it only made the person break faster. 
 
    The depressing reality was that everyone broke eventually. It was just a question of time. 
 
    'Let the fuck go of—!' 
 
    He pushed Brandt's head back into the water, and carefully pressed on his back so that he could keep an angle that was hardest for Brandt to break out of, and to hold his neck in such a way that it would be near impossible for Brandt to try to bash his own brains out against the rock. 
 
    You could never know how people would react. Viktor was completely upfront with the fact that if he could choose suicide by leaping off a cliff or even a few days in his own dungeon at the hands of a less gentle torturer, he'd very freely choose to jump to his own death. 
 
    Better the end you chose. 
 
    Water might've seemed like a rather underwhelming way to torture someone, and it might've been compared to some of the other ways he could think up to hurt someone, but he had been drowning Brandt for hours and even the most hardened of sailors might only have to fear drowning for a few minutes. 
 
    Tough man. Surprisingly so. He would have to make sure to really, really press Nikolas to put a kill order out on him or otherwise find some way to deal with him permanently. Otherwise, Viktor ran the risk of having to deal with him himself later. 
 
    Right now, Brandt seemed like he was the kind of guy that wasn't even sure himself if he would track Viktor down in the street and try to knife him, but then again everyone was a hard man until the torture tools came out, and the executioner didn't like to leave things to chance. 
 
    One excessively likely possibility was that Brandt simply feared what Milletra would do to him a lot more if he blabbed than he did some drowning torture. 
 
    And yet that didn't negate the reality that Milletra hired men for two things: loyalty, and brutality. Viktor didn't recognise Brandt's face, meaning he was new, and therefore extremely sycophantic, extremely brutal, or both. 
 
    Besides, if Viktor killed him in self-defence instead of on the block, he didn't get paid. 
 
    The struggles lessoned a bit, and Viktor pulled him out. Brandt coughed and sputtered and some of the water that ran down his face may have been his own tears, and his gasping for air was becoming irritating in how much of it he'd had to hear. 
 
    'You've been in here a few times now, Brandt. One charge of domestic battery against your brother. You got a month for that. One charge public drunkenness. A few days. Second charge of public drunkenness. Another month. One charge common assault, during an altercation with a vendor selling pies on the street. Two months. Four months, and two days is what the total comes to, and now you've graduated to drug trafficking.' 
 
    'Oh, isn't that swell? He can count. When I get out of here, I'll—!' 
 
    Viktor didn't let him finish, instead making sure to hold him down for just a few seconds longer this time, so that the sensation of coming closer to lost consciousness became all the more frightening. 
 
    He brought him up and slowly worked his middle finger into the nerves on the side of his neck, twisting his head to the side to further drive home the sense of helplessness. 
 
    'If you keep bothering me, I might decide to ensure you don't get out of here at all. I might decide to take your skin from you, or feed you some of your own peddled blue pixiedust until your brain turns to mush and you start screaming at your own shadow. I might stick a burning hot poker where the sun doesn't shine, or drip molten metal down your throat. Accidents happen during an interrogation.' 
 
    Fear and the exhaustion that he had been contending with finally worked its way across Brandt's face, and Viktor perversely rewarded the show of... submission by letting go of him and taking a few steps back. 
 
    He hated this part of the job. Part of the reason he used water almost exclusively was that it didn't leave the kind of injuries some of the other methods did, so he could at least avoid giving people lifelong disfigurements. 
 
    The temporary reprieve gave Brandt time to leave his fight, flight or freeze instinct a little bit, but as the seconds ticked on and the adrenaline left him, the terror moved in and he collapsed to his knees in front of the drowning basin, emitting sounds that reminded Viktor uncomfortably of a wounded animal. 
 
    He sighed and turned to Rosh. 'Unshackle him, then put him near a warm fire for a few hours. Feed him if he's hungry, give him water if he can tolerate it. Come find me if he doesn't become cooperative in that time.' 
 
    Rosh nodded, then moved to do as he was told. 
 
    Again, the hours of relatively benign treatment only served to heighten the terror and sense of anxiety at the return of the pain. This would be the third time he'd pulled Brandt away from the drowning, and he'd made sure to make the timing as irregular as possible. It helped ensure he didn't develop a "routine". 
 
    Brandt's well of anger and courage finally gave as Rosh approached and carefully undid the handcuffs, and the sobbing intensified. Viktor sighed and banged on the door, none too gently and giving Maxwell a fright from where the younger watchman had been staring at Brandt in horror. 
 
    He really hated this part of the job. 
 
    The latch slid open, and a pair of eyes stared at him. Another guard. Viktor hadn't heard his name. 
 
    'Finished for now?' 
 
    'Yes. For now.' 
 
    Brandt's sobbing only intensified at the last bit of that sentence, and Viktor had to suppress a sigh. 
 
    'Give me a second.' 
 
    The door's three locks were slowly pried open, and two men had to slowly wrench the door ajar, emitting an insufferable grinding noise against the floor. 
 
    Viktor stormed out at the first chance, trusting that Rosh would take Brandt to what he'd set aside as a sort of "recovery room" between the housing cells and the interrogation chambers that was actually properly furnished and very near the medics' quarters, just in case. 
 
    The dark grey, dimly lit halls of the Upper Keep's underground dungeons passed by him as he walked, almost like he was in a particularly neat and artfully constructed nightmare. Every corridor identical in its construction and devoid of anything to distinguish one gaping, dimly lit tunnel from another. 
 
    The torches glowed a faint green here, powered by some mixture of pixiedust and something more flammable he couldn't speak to the exact makeup of. He did know it wasn't only green pixiedust. That was for healing and agriculture, mostly. 
 
    The doors were all placed neatly ten metres apart from one another, all reinforced, all with multiple locks, all with a slot to drop food in so opening them could be avoided. 
 
    The makeup of the rooms was variable, but none of them on this level had windows or light. None had escape. Prisoners on this level and downwards were, barring a few notable exceptions, kept one to a room, chained to the floor in the middle of their cells, in either pitch dark or light so bright you couldn't even get any relief by closing your eyes, with their necks braced in such a way that they couldn't bash their own brains out. 
 
    The Baron was not so kind or sane as to offer the release of death. Not this deep into his dungeons. 
 
    Built that way deliberately to make it so much harder to break out of. Protocol also dictated that prisoners be brought in blindfolded and with muffs over their ears. Carried by the guards rather than walked, to prevent them from memorising the pattern by counting steps. 
 
    The cells that had housed Cuff were a few levels above, and were technically part of the "temporary holding areas" instead of the dungeons proper. 
 
    While the upper levels and spires housed misbehaving nobles and political hostages, the mid-levels contained the barracks and armouries and the various other things that went into keeping a fort. 
 
    The first five underground sublevels, on the other hand, were reserved for people accused of crimes but not tried yet, or anyone that might need to be temporarily kept in the keep but didn't warrant a nicer room for whatever reason. 
 
    In sublevels six to ten were housed moderate offenders. 
 
    From sublevel eleven downwards was where the real scum stayed. And amongst scum he was, here in sublevel eleven. 
 
    The dungeons continued until sublevel twenty, and below sublevel twenty only the most inhumanly, incomprehensibly dangerous or important prisoners were housed. 
 
    Sublevel twenty-one was better not to speak of.  
 
    Sublevel twenty-two was better not to think of. 
 
    Sublevel twenty-three was a nightmare. 
 
    Sublevel twenty-four was beyond nightmare. 
 
    Sublevel twenty-five, the final, was barred to everyone except the incumbent Baron. None knew what was down there. The rumour went that not even the fucking Baron himself actually knew. 
 
    Viktor was a very curious man the majority of the time, but apropos sublevel twenty-five of the Upper Keep, he didn't want to know. 
 
    He sighed tiredly, and wished for all the world that he could take his hood off and rub the tired out of his face. It wasn't allowed. He could only take the damn thing off in his own little cottage in his own time. The ceremony of it had to be kept and all. 
 
    'Ah, there you are, Viktor. I've been looking for you. Did you make any progress?' 
 
    Nikolas's voice came from his left, and Viktor almost jumped out of his skin, turning to glare at him. 
 
    The older man watched him neutrally, but said nothing. 
 
    Viktor had never asked but he assumed Nikolas was in about his early forties, and yet in times like this he showed his battlefield-age, and his eyes—a duller blue than his son's now that Viktor thought on it—seemed to be those of a man that had lived for centuries. 
 
    They weren't quite dead. Old soldiers didn't die. But they did fade, and Nikolas's eyes sometimes got a horribly neutral, faded quality to them, when he didn't realise anyone was watching him. 
 
    Like something had sucked the soul out of him and left only a calculating intellect and some ethics. 
 
    The thought, mixed with a distant scream that he wasn't sure was real or just another phantom echo of the dungeons, sent a shiver up Viktor's spine and his own body felt alien for a moment. 
 
    Everyone knew the Upper dungeons were haunted as fuck, and rumours of bloodstains that appeared one day and had already vanished the next when watchmen came to clean them persisted, no matter how many times the Church of Stone came down here and screamed religiously at the walls. 
 
    He sighed and again started to pace, this time it was in irritation. Or crippling terror. He couldn't tell. 
 
    He could have sworn the green torchlight flickered for just a moment at the same time he blinked. The other thing that he detested about the dungeons was how silent they were sometimes. 
 
    Funnily enough, real silence wasn't really possible. What people called "silence" was just an absence of noise, not an absence of sound. 
 
    In complete silence the sound of the blood moving about your own body became audible very quickly, as did the sound of your own breathing and heartbeat, and if it somehow didn't, your brain would start to hallucinate noise just to stop itself from going insane. 
 
    Viktor could very well hear the ambient sound and silence of sublevel eleven. The sound of a mountain slowly pressing against itself and of the air thinning the lower you got. The dungeons stank of dirt the way a cave might. 
 
    'You know how much I dislike doing that,' Viktor sighed finally. 
 
    'I know.' Nikolas had his face set even more emotionlessly than normal. Viktor had picked up relatively soon after meeting him that it was a stress response as much as something he cultivated for appearance's sake. 'That's perhaps the main reason I trust you to do it.' 
 
    That and the fact that Viktor was the only one that could stand coming down here for any long periods of time. The haunt was particularly bad today, and he was surprised to only find it so prevalent in the corridors. Normally the vague wrongness of the place could be more easily pinpointed as emanating from the cells. 
 
    The haunt and the creep were normally only really bad from sublevel fifteen downwards. On sublevel number eleven, one could possibly just attribute the severe anxiety all the guards felt to claustrophobia and superstition. 
 
    The mind haunted almost as badly as ghosts did, sometimes even worse. 
 
    'You mean asides from it being my job?' He leaned against the wall and idled, then tapped the back of his fist against it. Then the light flickered off again, Nikolas's face momentarily took on a harshly greenish shadow when it came back, and he decided that he wasn't done pacing. 
 
    'I know it's amongst your duties, but I don't expect you to enjoy it.' 
 
    'The worst part is that I probably could, if I had some proper scum to put through the means. At least if I had Milletra in here I might be able to enjoy some catharsis, but these are just common goons. Not worth the effort of losing my patience over.' 
 
    'Your breathing is very rapid. You're shaking.' 
 
    'I'm fine.' 
 
    'You're angry.' 
 
    'I'm furious. And more than a little terrified. I dislike doing that if it's for something as... impersonal and callous as information. And can't you feel that?' Viktor gestured around them. 'I didn't feel that when I was in the cells. Has it been this bad the entire time I was busy with Brandt?' 
 
    'The men do say it's normally much quieter on these levels, yes.' Nikolas's face moved exactly half a millimetre with worry. 
 
    'It is. And its bad luck to stay in them when there's a haunt surge. Drought had to replace more than a few men because he... lost them after he made them stay on extended guard duty down here. It doesn't often seem to physically affect the prisoners, but whatever haunts this dungeon doesn't like guards and its very active today.' 
 
    'I know. I've already ordered everyone else up the elevators. I only came down here with Rosh and Maxwell to find you.' 
 
    'Huh? I think you're getting your watchmen mixed up, Nikolas. Rosh and Maxwell are down that way.' Viktor pointed behind himself. 'I just left them with Brandt a minute ago.' 
 
    'Viktor, they told me you left to go take a break and didn't come back. That was almost seven hours ago.' Nikolas pulled his pocket watch out and gestured to it. 
 
    It signalled that it was just after two in the afternoon. 'The men have been looking for you in squads of four this whole time. I only had them head back up because the haunt got too strong to traverse the dungeons while you were missing.' 
 
    '...You're fucking with me.' 
 
    Viktor made to pull his own watch out, but couldn't find it. 
 
    Where was it? Where was that damn thing? It had been in his left breast pocket not more than a few moments ago, and he always kept the watch in that same pocket. 
 
    Viktor pulled out the map he used to navigate the dungeons, and found that the ink on it had... spilled, for lack of a better word. As if the dried ink had suddenly turned wet, and turned the entire map into a useless, stained mess of ink that somehow seemed a much darker shade than it had been. 
 
    Viktor watched with morbid fascination as, ever so slowly, a tiny droplet of ink began to bleed down the wall behind Nikolas. The older man didn't seem to notice. 
 
    Nikolas tilted his head at him. 'You normally laugh at men that frighten on this level. Are you sure you're alright?' Nikolas's face creased with worry. 'Come. You're disorientated. I will take you to see Ordo.' 
 
    A shape approached from behind Nikolas and the world turned cold and bright for a moment, then Maxwell and Rosh broke through the dim, the latter looking uncommonly uncomfortable and the former visibly shitting himself. 
 
    They both carried torches. Ones lit with fire instead of pixiedust. 
 
    Viktor could have sworn he'd sent them away in the exact opposite direction, most certainly not more than two minutes ago. Even he needed a map to get around the sublevels properly because they were all built the damn same but the elevator to the recovery room had been directly in the other direction and they had not been out of his sight for two minutes. 
 
    His breathing turned cold in one lung and hot in the other. 
 
    'Sir,' Rosh saluted sharply, followed by Maxwell. 'This area's been evacuated, as per your orders.' 
 
    'Good. Our executioner may have spent too long down here. Follow me as I take him to the medics.' 
 
    'I don't need a medic, Niko—' He caught himself. They were amongst the public cells and there were still guards milling about. Nikolas didn't mind public snark but he preferred Viktor call him by his title unless they were in private. 
 
    'I'm fine, Captain Lauter. I still have more men to question. I haven't even gotten to the watchmen that were dealing with Milletra.' 
 
    The taste of the earth in his mouth turned a little sour, and the hairs on the back of neck stood up a little. 
 
    Nikolas smiled a little, his way of showing that he didn't take exception to the slip. 'Physically, but you look a bit shocked. I think we should at least get you something to drink, just to be sure. The interrogations can wait.' 
 
    '...Fine.' 
 
    * * * 
 
    By the time that the steam-operated elevator had taken them nearly back to the ground floor, Nikolas's watch had ceased erroneously flicking back and forth between midday and midnight and the ink on his map had dried again, appearing for all the world like it had never fouled. 
 
    'You're looking a little better,' Nikolas nodded. 
 
    Maxwell wasn't. For all that the younger watchman had been able to keep his composure for a while, he had broken down into shivering as soon as they had all gotten into the elevator. 
 
    It might've turned into a rout or a run, so strong was the haunt, but the first thing that everyone that went down there was told was that running or screaming only made it significantly worse and encouraged whatever the fuck periodically manifested in the dungeons. 
 
    Nikolas had kept them relatively calm during the disgustingly slow walk back but as soon as the iron cage of the elevator had been closed and Rosh had turned the upwards crank with the enthusiasm of a man running from hell, they'd all simply come apart a little. 
 
    Nikolas had been compulsively checking his watch over and over and over again, and checking the fit of his armour even though it was already perfect.  
 
    Rosh had started violently chewing his nails into stumps that would take a while to grow back while humming a tune to what might've been a nursery rhyme. 
 
    Viktor had started cackling uncontrollably to himself, and Rosh had gotten such a fright when he began doing so that he'd almost punched Viktor's lights out. 
 
    No one commented on the slight streams of tears running down Maxwell's face, and when Rosh had put a stony hand on the younger watchman's shoulder, it was up to a coin toss if he was trying to calm Maxwell or assure himself that Maxwell was still there. 
 
    'Maxwell, are you still with us?' Nikolas asked with false cheer. 
 
    Maxwell didn't blubber, which was impressive in and of itself, but his whispered "yes" was broken in three places by his uncontrollable chittering. 
 
    Viktor threw him a bone. 
 
    'You handled that exceptionally well for it only being your first time in the dungeons, Maxwell. I know a lot of watchmen never get used to the lower dungeons, but you kept your calm finely.' 
 
    Rosh blinked at him, then gave him an appreciative nod. The older watchman had a habit of taking younger men under his wing, so Viktor wasn't surprised to see his concern. 
 
    As for Maxwell, that the scariest man in the keep had cut him some slack actually went some way to steady his breathing, and he was able to shakily get to his feet again after a few moments. 
 
    Tough kid. 
 
    The light, blinding the way it always was after so many hours underground, caught his eyes suddenly and he had to shield them as the elevator rose into the ground floor of the keep's fortified transit room.  
 
    After he bullied the elevator gates open, Rosh gently pulled Maxwell off to the side, making a beeline for the outside sun without being granted permission to depart. 
 
    Nikolas didn't make a meal of it, instead slowly taking in the mass of watchmen, all looking like they'd just seen a ghost. 
 
    To be fair, most of them probably had. 
 
   



 

 Chapter Ten: The New Dawn 
 
    'We were lucky. No men lost during the surge. Everyone accounted for,' Nikolas sighed, going over the report that had been laid on his desk. 
 
    'No watchmen, and the prisoners on those levels are at a significantly reduced risk, but I think when we go down there in a few days to gauge it, we'll find that more than a few have been driven insane or have sprouted extra eyes and teeth. They'll either need to be exorcised by the Church or put out of their misery.' 
 
    'Hold still, please,' Physician Amda Ordo said gently in her thick Oxensteinian accent that sounded ever so slightly like she was speaking with wool on her tongue and lengths of brass piping in her cheeks, low on the vowels and sharp on the 's'. 
 
     She shone the glow from a match into Viktor's eyes to test if they constricted in the light, then made a sheepish face when she almost bumped his head with the tall, circular white surgeon's cap she never really took off. 
 
    Ordo was very pretty woman with a complexion that was fair but had a little more life to it than the Adelstradians, not being quite as pale as most of the people around the province. She spoke rarely and very quietly whenever she did. 
 
    Her cautiously caring teal eyes were focused on her work, but every once in a while she'd glance at him a little nervously, habitually brushing away a lock of the light ginger-browned hair she kept long around her shoulders, draped over her white medical scrubs. 
 
    'Sorry.' 
 
    'It's fine. I'm just going down the checklist. You seem mostly alright.' She smiled with her eyes if not her mouth, on account of the iron filter mask she always wore over her lower face. 
 
    The rumours in the keep had it that on top of being painfully shy, she was also a germaphobe. Hence the filter mask, built with small linings of cloth to sieve out any impure air or particles she might breathe in as well as being stuffed with herbs that were commonly thought to reduce the risk or severity of infection. 
 
    With a final glance, Amda sighed and shook her head. 'Don't get me wrong, you suffered relatively pronounced haunt exposure but it's nothing that makes me concerned the effects will be permanent. A disoriented sense of time and space is one of the more common symptoms, and also one of the more lesser ones.' 
 
    'And yet, the question arises of what exactly I was doing during those seven hours I have no memory of.' 
 
    'Nothing, likely. It's possible you were merely immobile or walking down the corridors with incredible slowness even while perceiving things to be functioning normally. Or, and this is actually an equally likely explanation, you could have been momentarily... made to be out of sync with the normal flow of time. Ghosts are a little bit eternal, as are their haunts. You might've simply been unfortunate enough to step through a crack in the world where time flowed differently, and not even have noticed until Nikolas found you walking out from the other side.' 
 
    'My concern is that fact that the environment was very physically affected. The walls were bleeding a little bit, and everything went cold. That's something I normally only see when I go down below sublevel fourteen. Unless I was the only one that suffered from a mis-inked map and saw bleeding on the walls?' 
 
    'No, a few other squads tell me they had to deal with similar phenomenon as well, now that their stomachs are a little sterner and they're babbling a little less. 
 
    'You also weren't the only one to lose a watch even while being completely sure it should have been "right where you had it a second ago", which is a bit of an irritation. Those are expensive to replace.' Nikolas sighed and rubbed his forehead, then got up and opened the window behind him, letting in some sea breeze and shielding his face from the early afternoon sun. 
 
    His office was at the top of the northernmost tower of the keep, which functionally meant that, given the reality that the Upper Keep itself was built into one of the highest points of a relatively large mountain, it was fucking high and needle-thin in its construction. 
 
    The whole room was a cramped circular affair that couldn't have been more than three metres in diameter at the most generous. Viktor had barely squeezed himself through the offensively puny stairwell that led up to it and being this high in such a thin space was a little nauseating, even for a man that by necessity of living in Adelstrad had long since had any fear of heights acclimatised out of him. 
 
    Nikolas didn't seem to mind. Between his lack of concern for the cold and the apparently absolute ease with which he nested in what was originally supposed to be a lighthouse for ships coming into the harbour, Viktor was beginning to think he took orders from a seabird disguised as a man. 
 
    Even if Nikolas didn't make the furious honking noises and use his lower beak to scoop fish straight up from the ocean. And least, not that Viktor knew of anyway. He made a mental note to check up on that at some point, just to be sure. 
 
    Isolated and high up as the tower was, every wall had a massive window set into it and Nikolas had sensibly opened all the old blue curtains up to let the precious sunlight in after a large portion of the garrison had just spent far too much time unwillingly trapped below ground. 
 
    But the point was thus: the office was comfortable if not lavish, and warm and bright if not abundant with leg room. Furnished in comfortable oak chairs and with a floor formed from alternating white and blue marble tiles. 
 
    Viktor felt himself deflating a little bit, like he was exhaling a breath he'd been holding for the past seven hours. 
 
    If he were being honest, he was surprised and more than a little embarrassed that Nikolas and so many of the on-duty watchmen had come down looking for him. He knew he wasn't nearly as hated by the Baron's Watch as the previous headsman had been, but he hadn't thought that went as far as him warranting a rescue squad. 
 
    Then again, the old fashioned "no man left behind" attitude was exactly the kind of mentality Nikolas operated under, and the men in the Upper Keep were far less corrupt than the ones in the Lower, and not nearly as supporting of the idea of survival of the fittest as the men in the Middle Keep. 
 
    Captain Drought would offer out a hand to help only if he thought doing so would get it filled with gold, and Captain Soltkin would only help you if she thought you were worth her time and up to her unreasonably high standards. 
 
    There was a tiny but pleasant fire roaring in the centre of the office, though it was worryingly close to a stack of papers Nikolas had left there, and once he noticed, Viktor instinctively moved to pull them out of the way, only for Ordo to pull him back into his seat gently. 
 
    'Easy, Viktor. Obsessive compulsions to clean and order the nearby environment can also be a symptom of haunt exposure. You've been glaring at those papers for fifteen minutes now.' 
 
    Ordo gave him a worried look, then awkwardly shuffled past him and moved the papers away from the fire, shuffling them into a neat pile on Nikolas's desk. 
 
    Hypocrite. She just wanted the release of being the one to make the corners line up oh so sweetly. 
 
    'What's the final verdict, Physician?' Nikolas crossed his arms, still staring away from them and almost leaning into the cold. 
 
    Viktor would be worried the man would fall if he didn't know there was an appropriately tiny balcony set into that side of the tower. It led back to the outside area the old lighthouse keepers would have had to climb around awkwardly to light and snuff the fires as needed. 
 
    'He should be fine, but as with the others I would recommend some bed rest and lots of water and food. Being near sunlight in warm conditions is also best.' 
 
    'Not really an option, I still have to go and work my way through the rest of the captives.' 
 
    'That won't be necessary.' Nikolas sighed and then finally turned back to them, appearing a little more relaxed. 
 
    'The surge had the fortuitous side effect of putting the fear of the Stone God into our "guests" and they tripped over one another in their haste to tell us everything once they got their first taste of the ghosts. I let them think they'd get moved out of the damned ghost-infested dungeons if they cooperated, then left them in the cells to reconsider their choices in life.' Nikolas smirked a little to himself, likely far more pleased with the success of his own ploy than the suffering of the hoodlums. 
 
    Again, a faster learner. It couldn't be understated how quickly both him and his son picked up the tricks once they got over their righteous indignation. 
 
    'I assume you left it completely unmentioned that the haunt would have probably left them alone.' 
 
    'All my honest watchmen had to shit themselves and do their jobs despite the risk. Why should the criminals and the degenerates that helped them for coin be spared? As it is, we are "in business" as the common saying in this city goes.' 
 
    Nikolas picked up a separate stack of papers and flicked it. 'Confessions. Three from the dirtied watchmen and two from the thugs. Signed and sworn in triplicate, along with notes on their collaborators and whom they were taking orders from. The trail of evidence leading to Milletra is airtight, exactly as you predicted.' 
 
    Naturally. He was the greatest intellect in this entire fucking city after all. 
 
    'I assume you'll be issuing an arrest order?' Viktor sighed instead of breaking into a speech about how big his brain was, slowly working his shoulder with a wince. 
 
    'It's already been issued. Rosh is taking thirty men and storming that tavern of Milletra's as we speak. He's got orders to bring her in alive but in barely breathing cauterised pieces if necessary. I would've liked to send you as well, just in case the need should arise for an execution done on the spot, but you're not exactly in your best shape right now.' 
 
    'I keep telling you that I feel mostly fine. This isn't the first time I've been down there during a surge.' 
 
    'You say that, but you've been fiddling with your right arm a lot,' Amda said worriedly. 'Is there any pain?' 
 
    'A little, but that's probably mostly due to the fact that I was awkwardly leaning over a drowning man for several hours. Those drowning basins aren't exactly constructed to be ergonomic, even for the people that aren't the ones being drowned.' 
 
    'You've also been wandering aimlessly in a time-displaced loop for at least seven hours and been on your feet all day before that, Viktor. I know you revel in being the scariest man in the keep but there is a physical limit to these things. Here, let me see.' Amda pushed his sleeve up, then carefully pressed a finger into the arm. It stung and he tried to hide the hiss that came out of him at the contact. 
 
    'Hmm. I'm surprised you were able to walk up here at all. This might need a salve. Doesn't seem like anything physical, but then again that's not any massive good news given... you know, the spooks.' 
 
    'Fine. Alright hero, you can stop worrying now. I don't suppose I can also get you to prescribe a warm bath and a foot massage? Administered by my favourite physician?' Viktor said hopefully. 'Or will you poison me in my sleep if I suggest that?' 
 
    'Funny man,' Amda sighed, long used to Viktor's big mouth. Still, the mask didn't fully cover the blush that worked its way up her cheeks. 
 
    'As I said, warmth is always good for a haunt exposure, in my experience. So if you want to run a hot bath for yourself after I've treated you in the infirmary, that's your own business.' 
 
    'Spoilsport. Nikolas, is that alright?' 
 
    The man waved him off, too distracted in the papers to pay full attention. 'If you're not in your best shape, you're not in your best shape. Don't kill yourself trying to stay on call just in case. Rosh will likely come back with Milletra today, then it'll take several more after that for the Baron to receive the evidence and pass judgement.' 
 
    'Which you assume will be...?' 
 
    'Execution, probably. You know I try to dissuade him from chopping off every head in the city, but I doubt I'll be able to have him make an exception for a large shipment of drugs slash explosives. I have even less sympathy for the watchmen that enabled the smuggling.' Nikolas gestured across his neck unsubtly. 
 
    Goody, goody, goody, goody. Not only could he finally stem the constant threat to his life and patience Milletra posed, but the more heads that rolled, the more coin that flowed into Viktor's pockets. 
 
    And if there was one sound Viktor liked, it was the sound the silvers made when they clinked against one another on the inside of his purse. 
 
    * * * 
 
    In the end, Amda was nothing if not good at her job and correct in her diagnosis, Viktor mused as he felt his legs growing a little weak as they got nearer to the infirmary, passing through one of the Upper Keep's courtyards on their way there. Amda gave him a look that was at once dry and concerned, then brushed herself under his arm and propped him up somewhat. 
 
    'I suppose'—he coughed into a hand, suddenly all too aware of how much his head was hurting—'that this is the part where you tell me that you told me so.' 
 
    'The air is thin this high up the mountain, Viktor. If we were a little lower down, your symptoms would probably not be as compounded as they are. The climb up and down to the Captain's office certainly didn't help.' 
 
    'That foolish man needs to get an elevator.' 
 
    She snorted a little into her hand. 'I think he thinks that using them is cheating or something to that tune. Come on, we're almost there.' 
 
    Amda pushed the old wooden doors to the infirmary open and helped shuffle him through. The scent of overclean immediately assaulted his senses, and he felt his headache worsening. 
 
    'You've been busy,' he commented as she led him past several rows of watchmen that had been laid out in cots, more than a few of whom were sporting bandages to cover up bloodied areas, as well as several bruises. 
 
    The room was made of stone, but had a lot of wood built into it and there were flowers laid out everywhere. Amda was a firm believer that being forced to sit alone in a sparse dungeon-like room didn't encourage healing, and only made the process more unpleasant, so she made sure that the space she was partly responsible for overseeing as one of the physicians was clean and welcoming. 
 
    In a way, were it not for the injured men and the smell of the damned anaesthetic, he might've mistaken the room for a travel lodge or a more comfortable sort of barracks.  
 
    'Again, not everyone is so used to the haunt in the dungeons as you are. I personally find it a little, eh'—she strained to pull him into a spare bed with white sheets—'bizarre that you can so easily go down into the area that's literally infested with demons.' 
 
    'Ghosts, not demons. Two different things.' He sighed as she moved over to a cupboard and began pulling various little vials out. 
 
    Two nurses dressed from head to toe in white robes came over, but she waved them away, gesturing to another man being brought in, himself looking like he had a hell of a headache. 
 
    'A spooky scary skeleton is a spooky scary skeleton is a spooky scary skeleton. I'm a physician. The only care I have for the unnatural is how to make it go away. But fortunately, or unfortunately depending on how you look at it, my time working in this castle has given me a lot of opportunity to inspect the haunt afflicted and determine what cures work best. For example, the headaches are treated well enough with stillthistle and plugwart.' 
 
    '...Please tell me that you don't mean a literal wart—' 
 
    'Oh, no. Definitely.' Amda brushed some hair out of her face, turning away from him. She pulled two small vials out, measured an amount out, then poured the new mixture into a smaller bottle and shook it thoroughly with a thumb over the top. 
 
    She turned to him a little dryly, still blushing a little bit. 
 
    'I definitely just, you know, found some warts on the bottom of Rosh's feet and decided, "Oh, hey. These probably taste good" and then put them into my medicine cabinet to feed to my patients. Because that's definitely how this works. Ja.' 
 
    Several of the nearby watchmen's eyes widened at that, honestly not sure if she was being sarcastic and evidently being frankly unwilling to test it. One that was a little better-off than the others slowly started to silently shuffle out of his bed, only for the nurses to push him back down gently. 
 
    He didn't blame the man. Amda rarely spoke very much, and Viktor was really the only one that could drag a conversation out of the cripplingly timid woman, and even then, only some of the time and with the caveat that she often got very flustered very quickly and sometimes devolved into nervous stammering. 
 
    It was a little bit more pronounced when she was in rooms with more people, seeing as she'd been calmer when it was just him and Nikolas. Though that wasn't saying much as Viktor could tell the old war hound scared the shit out of her. 
 
    He also couldn't help but notice that he got more than a few envious glances for the attention he was getting from the prettiest physician in the keep. 
 
    A lot of the men in the garrison had a crush on Amda, and that might've been due to both the fact that she was very attractive and the fact that her entire job was to treat their wounds, something she was perhaps the best physician in the keep for. 
 
    It was almost like something out of one of those shitty romance novels no one would ever find out Viktor sometimes partook in, the ones he kept hidden under a loose floorboard in his cottage and read for lack of any actual fucking social life. 
 
    '...You seem relatively passive aggressive, Amda. Have I done something to hurt your delicate physician feelings?' 
 
    'N-No, it's nothing you've done,' she sighed. 'I've just been on my feet for more than seven hours. That examination I performed in the Captain's office was the closest thing I've had to a break today. 
 
    'I've been... busy otherwise dealing with either sudden or delayed onset haunt sickness, and watchmen that accidentally cut their friends up when they panicked and started flailing around with their weapons, attacking in every direction while screaming loudly that they wouldn't be taken alive. Lukas.' 
 
    She ducked a little and directed an irritated look at one particular watchman with brown eyes and a shock of red hair who was also sporting a bloodied bandage over his head, an expression which was mirrored by the mean looks several of his mates gave him. He put his hands up as if in surrender and winced sheepishly. 
 
    The watchman next to him cuffed him around the ear grumpily, only to himself get a mild hit on the knee by a scowling nurse, this one a man, wielding a crutch threateningly. 
 
    Viktor somehow got the impression that wasn't the first time today that particular crutch had been used to break up a fight. 
 
    'What can I say? The average watchman is dumb. Like, Lukas is especially dumb, but the mean intelligence of them as a population group isn't really anything to be impressed by.' 
 
    One of them flipped him off with both hands for that, and continued the motion behind Amda even as she carefully leaned over Viktor and checked his temperature and pulse with a finger to his neck, shuddering a little as she had to take her glove off to do so. 
 
    'God's sake, Amda. I can't be that repulsive to the touch. I mean, if it was Lukas's unattractive, pimply face, I'd understand but I mean, you're actually hurting my feelings now. I thought we had something here...' 
 
    Lukas mouthed 'fuck you' behind her. The other watchman decided that the enemy of his enemy was his friend, even if he was also his enemy, then shifted his other hand to flipping Lukas off. Lukas flipped him off back and soon the same nurse as before had to growl and threaten the crutch again to get them to stop. 
 
    'Well, Viktor, you might make me laugh but boys are yucky, and I don't like touching them.' She blinked at him dryly with faux condescension, then had to shudder and look away. Again, she was still blushing. 
 
    'Pff. Sexist wench you are. Just like every woman,' Viktor scoffed and crossed his arms, turning his head away dramatically. 
 
    Several of the other nurses rolled their eyes even as the watchmen chuckled childishly, the former long used to Viktor's constant stirring of the shit pot and the latter completely encouraging of it. 
 
    Now that he thought about it, maybe that was why he got so much leeway from the watchmen despite being a Blackclad. He was just that amusing. 
 
    One of the nurses raised an anger-less middle finger without turning away from the wound she was carefully sewing shut. 
 
    'I don't like touching women either. Somehow men are worse to touch but women are much worse when they... breathe on you.' A fresh wave of shuddering overtook her. 
 
    'Now, this concoction is a very simple blend of, er, herbs meant to just slow your heartrate a little bit. While relaxing your muscles and alleviating the headache. Drink it, then have this water.' 
 
    She put a large, clear glass of water onto the bedstand, then she pushed the bottle into his hands, and he sighed, downing it with a shaking hand. 
 
    'Alright. Fine. That wasn't too disgusting. What's the water for?' 
 
    'Again, you were down there for seven hours. You might be slightly dehydrated.' 
 
    'I regret coming into this facility. You're like my mother.' 
 
    'That being the case, stop flirting with me.' 
 
    'Never.' 
 
    'Drink the fucking water.' 
 
    'Go on a date with me.' 
 
    By now, several of the watchmen and nurses were snickering at Amda's expense. 
 
    'Drink the water, and I'll bribe you with a chocolate out of my stash you ferreted out not long ago.' 
 
    'I have no idea what you're—' 
 
    'Yes, Viktor. Yes you do. I know you were the sneak-thief that found and then ate my chocolates and forced me to hide them in another spot.' 
 
    '...Fine. I'll do it for the chocolates, and only for the chocolates.' 
 
    'One chocolate.' 
 
    'Five.' 
 
    'You scabby individual,' she sighed with narrowed eyes. 'Making me literally pay you to accept the treatment that'll potentially stop you from dying. I'll go up to three, but that's my final offer.' 
 
    '...Three and a half.' 
 
    '...Fine.' 
 
    'And a foot massage.' 
 
    'I will get the bone saw, Viktor.' 
 
   



 

 Chapter Eleven: The Water 
 
    If Viktor had an element, water would probably be it. He sighed and moved deeper into the bath. Amda had still had to help him limp into the sequestered chamber reserved for patients to bathe, such was the damn cold in his muscles that had been hoping wouldn't set in. 
 
    No such luck. He felt like a human ice cube, and he'd barely been able to put himself into the bath after Amda had run it. 
 
    Poor woman had blushed like a tomato at the prospect of having to undress him and help him in, but he'd waved her off and made it clear he could manage it himself, then let her close the door with a squeak. 
 
    On the one hand he felt like he might've teased her a bit much today, on the other it was just so much goddamned fun to get reactions out of people. He honestly didn't care which, anger or irritation or embarrassment. Stirring the shit pot was one of his favourite things to do. 
 
    A wave of shivering came over him, just as Amda said it would, and he reached for the tap to add more hot water to the bath. It was an unforeseen side benefit of spending so much more time in the Uppers that he could make use of the wonderfully fancy plumbing they had up here. 
 
    Another perk of working for Nikolas. Drought would have gutted him if he'd heard of Viktor coming into the keep's infirmary, much less just to take a bath. 
 
    He'd been exposed to haunt before, but it had been several sublevels lower than this time. Nikolas would likely have to get the damn clergy in to howl at the walls again. 
 
    That, or they could just flood all the sublevels with whatever herb mixture Amda had put in the bath. He had a sneaking suspicion it might've been holy water mixed with more muscle relaxants and some green pixiedust. 
 
    He got steam treatment and green pixiedust baths when everybody else had to drink the horrible medicine. He was a special boy. 
 
    Then again, they'd probably all been treated with the same thing when they first came in. Viktor pointedly tried not to think about how many other people had used this bath before him, but then trying not to just made it worse and he shivered again, this time from disgust. 
 
    Amda was absolutely right. People were yucky. 
 
    Focus on the water, Viktor. The clean water that you saw Amda run into the bath. 
 
    The thought calmed him a little, and he sighed and ran more steam from the tap. Amda had said at some point the plumbing was built with smokestone shards that heated the water up, and he could believe it with the amount of steam that was being put out. 
 
    He was no alchemist and most of what he knew about the field came second or third hand, but many ancient nerds considered the four elements in their teachings, just as physicians had once thought the four humours were anything but bullshit. 
 
    And yet, more than a few extant alchemists still practiced old Xaxian alchemy. Viktor wasn't much of a traditionalist, but he could see why. The thinking went that everyone had an element that correlated to them specifically. In ancient Xaxia, they had apparently prescribed treatments for injuries based on what a person's core element was. Baths for watercored, mud treatments for earthcored, oxygen therapy for aircored, meditation surrounded by hot coals for firecored. 
 
    He wasn't sure he believed in most old superstitions, especially not ones that came from Xaxians, yugh, and he normally preferred to avoid believing in even the new superstitions. But something about water just made sense somehow. 
 
    The smell of sea salt and the image of white sand came into his mind, and he had to let the memory lie aside for a few minutes. 
 
    Dwelling on the old never did his mental space any good, especially not now that the past was permanently barred to him. 
 
    He would die in this city, in all likelihood, wearing a black hood that was beginning to become so normal for him that it felt strange to not wear it. The only reason he had taken it off now was so that he could wash it a little in the herb mixture, rub some of the dust off of it. 
 
    He had no mirrors in his cottage on the outskirts of the city. He thought it likely that he had long forgotten his own face. He definitely wouldn't recognise it if he ever saw it. 
 
    He supposed his eyes had seen too much. 
 
    A knock come at the door, and he stifled a curse, scrambling to put the hood back on and drape a white towel over the bath. 
 
    It wouldn't do to accidentally flash Amda. Doing so might be going too far. She might actually explode if he did. 
 
    'I'm sorry, Viktor. There's another late-onset patient and the other bath houses are full,' Amda's voice came through the door. 
 
    Oh, fuck's sake. 
 
    He had almost forgotten that the baths were purely for medicinal purposes, normally used to treat severe burns and such with herb-mixes, and that to save space there were four or so per room. 
 
    'It's fine, you can come in.' 
 
    'Thank you.' 
 
    Amda opened the door and then gingerly brought in the haggard, green-faced form of Heun Lauter, looking for all the world like he had both just almost drowned and then seen a ghost. 
 
    Again, he probably had. 
 
    Viktor repressed a scowl underneath his hood, then adjusted the towel to cover more of the top of the bath. 
 
    'You know, Amda, we really must stop meeting like this. People will begin to tal—ugh.' 
 
    A sponge bounced off his hood and Amda gave him an exasperated look as she gently plied Heun into his own bath and then pulled out the wooden dividing wall meant to separate patients and provide at least some privacy. 
 
    Heun's lack of a scandalised expression or appeals that Viktor stop being such a bastard worried Viktor more than he'd care to admit. 
 
    'How bad is his exposure?' 
 
    'Almost as bad as yours, but without him being anywhere near to adapted to it.' Amda sighed worriedly, no doubt trying to figure out if she could get away with just running Heun's bath without removing his clothes. 
 
    Given that he seemed barely conscious, he could probably understand why the prospect doing so would probably feel icky in more ways than one. 
 
    'Nikolas had him in one of the upper sublevel cells, but he's showing signs that I might think are consistent with exposure from sublevel sixteen.' 
 
    'Delayed onset?' 
 
    'Yes.' 
 
    'You're the physician here, but I find that anyone dealing with exposure from sixteen downwards has to wear it off over a couple of days. If Heun's is that bad, which isn’t impossible, maybe try something more... severe than the bath.' 
 
    'You have more experience with the haunt than me. What would you suggest?' 
 
    'Told you, I'm fine...' Heun mumbled, almost drunkenly. 
 
    'Hmm. He been slurring his words for long?' 
 
    'Twenty minutes.' 
 
    'Lethargy tends to come with slightly less severe exposure over extended periods of time, from what I've seen. Don't tell me Nikolas didn't pull him out of the cells when the haunt—' 
 
    'No, he did. Which is why I'm so concerned at this reaction.' Ordo frowned. 
 
    'Might just be ghost allergies.' 
 
    'That's not—' 
 
    'I'm not joking. Some people just react very badly to the supernatural, physically and mentally. Rosh showed the same symptoms at one point, back before you were posted here with the Captain. I was the one that was sort of informally in charge with unfucking anyone exposed to too much haunt, being that I see so much of it. I treated with burnwood, dermseed, and chilli.' 
 
    '...And that worked?' 
 
    'Like a treat. Don't get me wrong, he shat through the eye of a needle for a week and that came with its own problems, but it cleared his metaphorical sinuses of the ghost-gunk.' 
 
    '...Right. I'll try that.' 
 
    'An excessive intake of water and sugar is also helpful, also coffee, though I was never able to figure out why the latter helped.' 
 
    'If you were treating with non-edible incense powder and chilli of all things, and also coffee and sugar, it seems like speeding up the heartrate and blood sugar is helpful, as is flushing the stomach and sinuses. You describe it like you basically poisoned Rosh, just in the opposite way than the haunt had.' 
 
    'Oi. It worked, didn't it?' 
 
    'You never cease to amaze me, Viktor,' Amda's tone wasn't complimentary. 
 
    'Why is everything the colour of pain?' Heun grumbled quietly but angrily. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Three hours later, Viktor had finally regained most of the use of his limbs and managed to get out of the infirmary. Heun was seeming much more lucid during the ten-minute intervals wherein Amda came to check on them both and shine a lantern light into the boy's eyes, but he was in no mood for any kind of conversation. 
 
    At the very least he'd graduated from angry grunts to a tired but much more lucid "Shut the fuck up, Viktor" by the time the executioner had left. 
 
    Honestly, he'd been worried for a while there. 
 
   



 

 Chapter Twelve: The Violinist of the Cells 
 
    Getting Nikolas to let Cuff out of his damn cell had been an exercise in human pain, and it had taken two hours of back and forth and arguments before Viktor had been able to convince the stubborn man that Mickey's dirty accountant-double-cat burglar was more useful back with her and subsequently helping her rob every fool in the city blind than rotting in a cell somewhere. 
 
    Still, in the end, Viktor had, because he was brilliant, managed to get Nikolas to see just that. 
 
    He got the distinct feeling he would have been told where he could shove it in any other circumstance, but halfway through their conversation, serendipity had interrupted him. 
 
    The sight of Milletra, bruised and bloodied from Rosh's overenthusiasm, being dragged in along with two dozen or so of her men in much similar states did wonders for Nikolas's mood. He'd signed the release papers at once and Cuff had left for the Lowers—with his own sets of bruises. Nikolas had insisted that it be made to look like he had been thoroughly chastised for his housebreaking attempt—and the meeting with Mick was due for midnight of that evening. 
 
    Two things concerned him. Firstly, Milletra's demeanour when she was brought in was all wrong. 
 
    Too defeated. 
 
    Sure, the woman was a coward at heart, but she was also egotistical and entitled, not to mention clever. She likely knew that the judge, whichever noble fuckhead was assigned to it, would probably be of the hanging variety and not pleased to see a commoner smuggling highly illegal exploding drugs into the nicer parts of his city. 
 
    And yet, the woman had the run of a fairly respectable portion of the Lowers. She was by no means one of the crime lords Adelstrad was so infested with, but a three-dozen man smuggling operation was nothing to scoff at, especially even as Viktor would admit she didn't run it like an idiot. 
 
    Something about the hunched shoulders and shattered torque of her mouth had him surprised. Weakness was death to a Lowers criminal, and Milletra had smelled of defeat when she came in. He'd expected... more. A backup plan, or at least an attempt to not show the finality of her situation to her men. 
 
    Something was off, and it tied neatly back into his second concern, which was the fact that he was still completely unaware of how or why the fuck Milletra had smuggled so much blue pixiedust in. That and where she'd even gotten it from. 
 
    It was a noble's drug. Something lords and knights and very rich merchants partook in. The nightmarish effects the red variety would induce in a person weren't fit for the vaunted scions of the better portions of the population. They'd much rather run the risk of exploding if they got themselves high near an open flame. 
 
    How had she gotten her hands on all that pixiedust? From the refineries, or was it raw somehow? During their brief conversation before he relieved Viktor for a few hours, Nikolas had said that the alchemists had come back to him and said it was anything but raw. 
 
    How had it gotten through the Lower Gates? Had she snuck it in through the transit castles? The smokeship docks? Had she bribed the watchmen? Either it being snuck past the Lower Gate somehow—possibly through the tunnels and cave systems that went under the city—or allowed to enter via bribery were equally likely, given that it was the Lowers. The guards in that part of the city were corrupt, and the streets were winding. 
 
    The Middle Gate was another conundrum. Rolt's men were well-trained and there was no way she could be bribed with currency to just let that much bullshit through her gates. Rolt believed in culling the weak from a population, not accidentally letting the city burn down when some fool lit a match. 
 
    He would have been shockingly concerned that Milletra had somehow intended to have the dust seized and then detonated inside the Upper Keep, but that plan made no sense in either its theory or its presumed execution. She had nothing to gain from doing so and no possible way to make it happen once it reached the Upper Keep. 
 
    Besides, even if she did manage to conjure a man on the inside who was willing to blow himself up by lighting the stuff, she had to have known that Nikolas wasn't stupid enough to store it all in one cache. The boxes had been spread out throughout the entire northeast tower, far enough away from one another to prevent a chain reaction, and the whole thing was under heaviest guard. 
 
    Nikolas had been an army commander and blue pixiedust was used as a weapon as much as it was used as a drug. If there was one thing Nikolas knew how to do, it was properly store a pile of the stuff. 
 
    After all, he had gained extensive experience with the blue pixiedust, having ordered it loaded into his catapults when he fought his wars in the Graceland Countries. 
 
    Milletra had to have known that. So that left Viktor idly lying on top of the bed in the cell Cuff had bunked in, contemplating what in the fuck the final pieces of the puzzle were. 
 
    Had it just been pure bad luck that she'd been caught? Had her men not been careful and accidentally tipped Mickey's off via negligence? Had someone gotten drunk and blabbed? Was it simple arrogance to think she could move that much in one shipment? He knew her ego had been steadily inflating ever since Drought died. 
 
    And another thing, why in the hell and Mickey sent Cuff to attempt to break into a house? He was her numbers man. It made no sense to order the scrawny nerd to go snooping around other people's stash houses. 
 
    And yet Cuff hadn't seemed even slightly bothered when he'd relayed the story to Viktor. And he was definitely the kind of guy to make it known if he felt like his boss was sending him on suicide missions. 
 
    Sure, End had said Mickey had him tracking the pixiedust and that made sense at the time but why? Why was Cuff going around physically looking for the stuff when he'd be much likelier to find it by asking around in the usual places or poring over manifests of what went through the gates? 
 
    Viktor knew for a fact that Cuff knew how to do both very well, but he was far from the kind of man that seemed at home sneaking into places and having to potentially fight off armed guards. 
 
    He might be able to figure all of this out if Nikolas would let him horribly tear Milletra's skin off with some heated pliers, but the Captain had specifically ordered that he be allowed to interrogate her personally. 
 
    Interrogate, not torture for information. Nikolas wanted to do it nicely. The concern was that if she showed up at a trial in a foul state, she might be able to claim any confessions or information she provided had been given under duress. 
 
    Which, you know, that would absolutely be the case and Adelstrad judges were old-fashioned in that they didn't really give a fuck and thought the innocent never gave false confessions, but Nikolas wanted this done properly. 
 
    This was wrong. He could suss out Mickey's end when he next saw her for his due bribes, and get on her case then about Cuff but Milletra's end was more concerning. 
 
    He couldn't even figure out how or where she had planned to offload the stuff. How does a criminal from the lowers develop the social contacts to be able to safely sell blue pixiedust to the local high-market dealers? 
 
    Even Mickey didn't have a network that far-reaching, and her entire shtick was that she was the one thief in the city that could get into anywhere. 
 
    And the dust would have to be going into the Uppers. The Middlemen, richer as they were, couldn't just throw coin away on drugs like that, at least not such an expensive variety. Maybe the richer among them but in the quantities that Nikolas had estimated when they'd chatted before he went in to interrogate Milletra, this sounded like material that was meant for some big underground orgy in a nobleman's basement somewhere. 
 
    Which wasn't surprising in and of itself. A lot of the Uppers liked to pretend to be refined and then get up to heinous shit when no one was looking. But for that kind of... activity, this stuff was... overkill. 
 
    It was extremely high-grade. Nikolas had said that before it was hidden in the fertilizer—an easy mistake to unfuck with a sieve and some patience—it had been almost pure. 
 
    Pixiedust was never bloody "pure". It was made from the ground up corpses of tiny magical creatures. There were always little bits of bone and blood and dirt and some bugs that fell into the churning vat. To get it pure meant shucking and separating out anything but the most magically infused portions of the pixie. 
 
    That left only the wings. The wings of a creature that was almost never more than twenty centimetres tall and often less than half that. 
 
    From the ratio of crystal to fertiliser, the alchemists had apparently estimated just under fifty kilograms of pure blue pixiedust. And given that to get that level of quality, you'd need to only mix in the wings or possibly even only the naturally-occurring dust from their wings sans the bones and membranes, it would be a stupid quantity of dead pixies that went into that one batch of what could only be termed overly-engineered dust. 
 
    Thousands. Perhaps nearing hundreds of thousands. The Guild of Dust did farm in those quantities in the forests outside the city and in a few isolated areas around the Greater Adelstrad Province but it just made no sense that they could "lose" so much, or that Milletra could get it from anywhere else. 
 
    How had Milletra afforded that much dust? 
 
    Unless... 
 
    A kernel of a thought came to him. Then that kernel made three more. Then seven more. Then he found his mind racing. 
 
    It had gotten past the Lower Gate, which was manned by the Lower Captain, a position that was currently unfulfilled because every time a pro-Baron or pro-DeWinter candidate got put in, he got discreetly killed by the other side.  
 
    Then it had gotten past the Middle Gate, which was overseen by Middle Captain Soltkin, who had been the progenitor of her men's "kill and eat the weak" philosophies.  
 
    After that, the pixiedust was clearly meant to get past the Upper Gate somehow... 
 
    Unless if it wasn't. Unless if it wasn't meant to go anywhere near the Upper Gate and it had been supposed to stay in the Middle. At least until it could be collected and stored. 
 
    The picture that formed was grim and troublesome, so much so that when the sound of heavy footfalls erupted on the other side of the corridor, Viktor might've assumed the worst. 
 
    His hand was halfway to one of his axes when Rosh rounded a corner, red in the face from running, followed closely by Maxwell. 
 
    'Viktor, you need to get up now. Sublevel six,' Rosh blurted out, panting with his hands on his knees. 
 
    'What the hell? What's happened?' 
 
    'Milletra is fucking dead,' Maxwell said the words like a man forced to recite his own execution order in front of a crowd. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A crowd of watchmen had formed around one of the cells on sublevel six by the time they arrived, and Viktor cursed when he saw Amda's overly tall hat amongst them, disappearing into one of the cells. 
 
    Rosh looked ready to pass out, but he still barked furious orders at the surrounding guardsmen to get out of his way, even as Maxwell, in a rare display of decisiveness, just dispensed with the pretence and started shoving men out of his way. 
 
    Viktor squeezed through the crowd to come face to face with Nikolas in the corridor. The man's features were the picture of what Viktor might've called zealous fury if he'd seen his expression on a priest. As it was, Nikolas was busy furiously breaking a metal chair into teeny, tiny pieces against the wall. 
 
    The cell opposite him was unnaturally dark, and the door had been just about torn off its hinges. 
 
    He blinked at Viktor, paused for a moment, then hissed and continued to break the chair apart. With a final crash the leg he was holding it by gave way and cut a stream of blood down his hand 
 
    Nikolas didn't even seem to notice. He pointed at Viktor, splashing droplets of blood all over his hood and shoulders. 
 
    'You. Physician Ordo. Corpse. Inspect. Now.' 
 
    Viktor wasn't stupid enough to take that for anything other than the non-optional directive that it was. He nodded, then thought better of it and pulled a painfully clumsy salute when it seemed like Nikolas had wanted more confirmation he'd been heard, then Viktor saw his face tighten even more and realised Nikolas might have thought he was mocking him. 
 
    He wisely just cut his losses and dipped into the cell at that. 
 
    The first thing that hit him, before he'd even got a glimpse of the inside, was the smell. 
 
    If burnt human flesh could be mixed with the scents of blood and lantern oil and ink and tar and the sickly-sweet stench of disease, then this was it. 
 
    Amda was crouched at the edge of a puddle of black, viscous ink-like substance, not daring to move any closer and looking about as horrified as he felt. 
 
    In the middle of the puddle was a... warped, desiccated corpse that was strapped into the centre of the interrogation cell by a sturdy metal chair. The bones were visible in places and bleached white, and a foul black substance that was all too much like ink coated the remaining flesh, dripping down onto the floor and forming the disgusting puddle of melt. 
 
    The empty sockets of Milletra's skull stared at him, warped into an odd shape. It was almost as if the bones had become... malleable, and then melted outwards as something... pushed out from the cranial cavity, leaving a gaping hole in the side of the skull. 
 
    The eyeballs were nowhere to be found at first, then he lowered his gaze and realised the two streams of bloody ooze flowing down the black ink and slowly mixing in with it was probably all that was left of them. 
 
    Some blonde hair still clung to the back of the skull, even as the black oil continued to flow out of the corpse and leave stark stains, and he might've thought the magenta patches of discoloration around the torso could have been the remnants of Milletra's dress. 
 
    Melted. Or... dissolved, along with most of her flesh. 
 
    He was so at a loss for what the fuck he was looking at or how it had gotten that way that for a full half of a minute he had no fucking idea what to do or say. 
 
    'Amda, have you touched it?' 
 
    She jumped almost a metre in the air at the sound of his voice, and slowly backed away from the corpse from where she had been staring at it. Then she turned and stared at him, genuine fear flashing across her eyes. 
 
    Words failed her a little, and she shook her head in the negative.' 
 
    'At all? Have you touched it even a tiny bit?' 
 
    Another shake of the head. 
 
    'Alright...' Viktor ran a hand through his head. 'Alright. Whatever you do, whatever the hell you do, don't fucking touch it. I... fuck.' 
 
    Viktor turned around and moved back into the corridor, trying to ignore Nikolas's furious gaze and instead singling Maxwell and Rosh out of the crowd. 
 
    They took the awkward wave of his hand as their cue and stepped forward quickly but awkwardly. Viktor pulled Maxwell closer so that he could talk quietly. 
 
    'Take a full personnel inventory of this sublevel. Find out if any of the other inmates are dead or have experienced anything that could even remotely be described as strange. Injuries, mental symptoms, haunt exposure. Anything.' 
 
    Maxwell nodded and made to move off. 
 
    'Take two others with you,' Nikolas commanded before he could leave. 'Nothing left to chance.' 
 
    Maxwell nodded wordlessly and pulled a hasty salute, then pulled two men after him without another instance of hesitation, even as his hands shook. 
 
    Viktor turned to Rosh. 
 
    'Do the same for every watchman on this level. I need to know if there's been a localised surge.' 
 
    Rosh nodded and, surprising Viktor immensely, banged a hand against his chest in a gesture the watchmen often used as a less formal but still very respectful salute. Then he moved to the side and started grabbing watchmen aside to go through, one by one. 
 
    'I've ordered more physicians and nurses down here as well.' Nikolas sighed, regaining some of his composure. 'I've already checked briefly for any signs of fucking haunt. There's nothing. There was nothing. The men saw nothing.' 
 
    Fuck. No wonder he was angry. 
 
    Viktor turned his head back into the cell. Amda was still staring at the corpse, trying her best to examine it without touching it. 
 
    'Amda. Are there any signs of magic that you can see? Don't tell me this was acid or something.' 
 
    'No, there are a lot of signs of severe exposure to magic,' she said almost idly, in voice that was almost without inflection, having evidently finally managed to calm her panic and reach that state physicians were taught to enter during autopsy, wherein they sort of turned their emotions off to focus on the task at hand. 
 
    The poor woman would still probably cry tonight. Viktor knew he would at least not be going anywhere during the evenings for a while. 
 
    'The back of the skull has warped in a manner that is almost consistent with someone that has suffered severe head trauma, except from the inside rather than what I might see looking at a person that was smashed in the skull with a war hammer. The flesh is... rotted... and looks like it's been slowly sloughing off for a while.  
 
    'Fingerbones have begun to sharpen and blacken, from what little I can see of the lungs, they're mostly charcoal and covered in a substance that I can only call ink. The eye sockets are a little widened, almost as if they've begun to mutate. Bones in the legs have begun to develop sub-fractures. 
 
    'There's abrasions down the back of the spine that match with slicing wounds, but the incisions are all wrong. Like the knife punctured from the inside, rather than outside. Mutations to the teeth, several of which are missing and look like they were violently knocked out. 
 
    'But how?' Nikolas demanded. 'How? There's nothing to indicate a haunt surge happened. It would have to be a stupidly severe one to cause something like this, and she was fine not an hour ago.' 
 
    'Had you started to interrogate her yet?' Viktor turned to Nikolas. 
 
    'No. I was going to let her stew in the cells for a few hours before I gave her the option to either tell me everything politely and have me recommend her sentenced be commuted to a very lengthy prison term rather than death. Then after some waiting, Lukas burst into my office. 
 
    'He'd been posted outside the cell and said he'd heard screaming, and that the door wouldn't open when he tried it no matter how many times he took a mace to the handle. We had to use a damn battering ram to get in but by then the screaming had stopped. I opened the door to the cell and found this horror.' Nikolas gestured angrily at Milletra's body. 
 
    'Ordo, have you ever seen something like this before?' the Captain demanded angrily as Viktor moved into the cell again and looked around. A tiny glint of something shiny caught his attention, and he came back out to take a torch off a watchman for a closer look. 
 
    Moving the torch a little closer, he saw the same golden amulet that Milletra had been wearing before. 
 
    The cat's grinning face had split into an angry snarl, displaying a furious row of teeth jutting out of its open mouth. 
 
    Shit. He slowly began moving backwards, then felt a familiar and yet altogether new sensation of the hairs on the back of his neck standing on end. 
 
    The room had gone cold again. 
 
    'No, never. This isn't haunt, though. The symptoms don't match up with anything I've seen. Possession by ghosts can cause mutation, even severe mutation, but nothing this severe, at least in my experience. Especially without anyone reporting anything resembling a surge. I have no idea what this is. Maybe demonic?' 
 
    This definitely wasn't haunt. She was right on that front. Haunt was a passive thing that accidentally accrued in a place. Milletra hadn't been exposed to haunt, someone had killed her with magic. 
 
    Movement in the upper corner of the cell caught Viktor's attention, and he slowly turned his gaze up towards the ceiling. Something twitched in the corner, then moved again. 
 
    Viktor took a deep breath in, then exhaled in a tired sigh. 'I think I might know.' 
 
    Slowly, with utmost care, he grabbed Amda by the collar and gently began pulling her out of the cell, flicking her in the ear when she began to protest. 
 
    They'd just crossed the threshold when the thing twitched again. Then twice more. He was in the process of closing the door by the lone hinge it was hanging by. 
 
    Then he heard a shriek that hurt him down to his bones, and the curseling lunged at him. 
 
    'Look the fuck out!' someone shouted a second too late as it latched onto Viktor's face and began trying to claw his eyes out. He barely had the good sense to cover them with an arm, then started batting the fucking thing away with the torch, accidentally hitting himself in the shoulder with it even as the creature rained blows onto his face. 
 
    'The hells is that?!' Nikolas demanded. 'Get it off of him!' 
 
    Viktor realised he was screaming, and he had the horrible sensation of drowning in the back of his throat. He howled and managed to get a lucky glancing blow on the curseling, knocking it off his head and into the wall behind him. 
 
    Then he half accidentally fell back against the wall and slammed into it with his shoulder. The curseling wailed and tried to bite his neck, caught between him and the stone, but he turned and slammed his side into the wall again, and, eyes still closed, kept blindly swinging the torch into it. 
 
    'It's a fucking curseling!' Viktor shouted. 'Don't look at it and don't let it touch you!' 
 
    The thing gave one final screech, then jumped off of Viktor, knocking him over, and by the sounds of it latched onto one of the other watchmen. 
 
    From the ground, he was stupid enough to ignore his own advice and instinctually open his eyes to try to find it, only to immediately have his vision torn in half when it shrieked, burning the image of a black, monkey-like creature with two eyes that were red like hot coals into his retinas. 
 
    He screamed. 
 
    Someone shouted something. Something exploded. There was a sound like running water and a sound like a dog dying. 
 
    The disorientation set in, just like he'd once heard it would. 
 
    He saw a world that had been tipped upside down, and a sun that had gone dark. Ink bled its way into his eyes, and he felt his body fighting his mind for purchase on the edge of his sanity. 
 
    He had to scream, but he had no mouth. He had to fight, but he had no hands. He had to listen, but he had no ears. He was aware of nothing, except the everything of the mass of men around him trying and failing to pin the curseling down so they could kill it. 
 
    It was fast. Inhumanly so. It bit a man's ear off, then carved into another with claws that were sharp like knives. Rosh howled and tried to pin it down with his shield, only to have it slip out from under and bite Maxwell in the chest. Maxwell screamed, then tried to gouge its eyes out with his thumbs. 
 
    Nikolas pulled his belt off and hooked it around the curseling's neck, and three men had to grab onto it and heave the curseling off of Maxwell. It screamed backwards and fell onto all fours on the floor, and the men lost their grip. 
 
    It lunged for Viktor again, but Lukas slapped it aside with a torch, then kicked it into a wall. It got right back up and dove back into the crowd of watchmen, cutting at legs and ankles and latching onto another man's knee, gnawing through it down to the bone even as the unfortunate man screamed bloody murder. 
 
    Someone shouted something about a tackle, then four more watchmen fell onto it with their shields flat, trying to trap it on the floor. It spat ink at them and two of the wooden shields melted along with the skin on the fingers holding them. Then it zeroed in on another man and leapt back for him. 
 
    Somehow, Viktor moved, and for want of anything more intelligent to do, he tracked the motions of the panicked mass of watchmen around him and tackled the one that was flailing the most. 
 
    Lukas. He wasn't sure how he knew when he was unable to see or hear or feel, but the curseling was killing Lukas. He had no idea what to do. His body was frozen save for the crudest of movements. He couldn't fight it off. 
 
    He felt his skull come down onto the curseling's head. It had horns, and a rat's tail. He knew because he almost cut his own eyes out when he hit them on the thing's forehead, and because it tried to strangle him with the tail in retribution. 
 
    Lukas pulled a dagger out of his boot and started trying to stab the thing off of Viktor. Rosh grabbed a torch and tried to burn it, only succeeding in charring the fur a little. 
 
    Viktor screamed something in the pit of himself, in that little spot everyone had they didn't dare look at. Fire went through him, and the ice burnt away. 
 
    Viktor slammed the piece of the broken shield he hadn't realised he'd been holding into the curseling, launching it off Lukas's half-destroyed face and into the wall, hard enough to crack it. 
 
    Then Amda, panicked and trying to flee backwards but without any room to move, decided that aggression might have been her only option. She lunged forward and managed to get her hands around the curseling. 
 
     Wide-eyed, and in the midst of the kind of frenzy only a terrified person could exhibit, she half-restrained, half-strangled it until Heun—blessedly well-timed Heun—appeared from somewhere around a corner with an utterly confused squad of medics in tow, hit the curseling in the side of the head with a maul and then started stomping the thing to death with an armoured boot. 
 
    He was soon joined by a half dozen more watchmen. Iron boots rose and fell like the world's sickest dance. Someone got a war pick from somewhere and jabbed it in the curseling's eye. Another found a maul and crushed its hands. 
 
    The screams might have shattered his eardrums, seeing as the sound was gone even as he still somehow heard the thing's roars vibrating on the inside of his skull. 
 
    The ink covering his eyes must have melted them, because he couldn't see anything even as he watched Nikolas pour a generous puddle of lantern oil onto the curseling and set it ablaze. 
 
    After that, he lost consciousness. And he was with the white sand and the smell of sea salt again. 
 
   



 

 Chapter Thirteen: The Thorns Behind Themselves 
 
    Time wasn't a rule here. 
 
    The overcast clouds moved across the skies in super-motion, like he was watching an endless day speed by, waiting for a night that he knew was impossible. The grass on the hill constantly dried out and died, then grew back in an endless cycle of meaningless life and death. 
 
    The sun was gone, but the light still shone down from the firmament, through the gaps in the clouds, forming ominous lines and patches of light across the hill he was on. 
 
    The ground below them, if there was any, was completely covered in the thickest fog he had ever seen. The hill looked like the kind that might be found in the middle of a grassland, but for all he knew the terrain just ended when you got to the edge of the incline. 
 
    A figure in a grey robe sat across from him. Familiar, yet completely alien. It was perched above him on the giant head of a fallen statue, some ancient tribute to some faceless man or god whose features had long since echoed away. 
 
    The figure had no name. No face. Just a grey robe that he felt wasn't real either. It stared down at him without indication of what it was. 
 
    He stared back, almost frozen in place. He was sat on a fallen column of shaped marble. He turned his head to the right, and noted that the column continued up at an angle, into the skies and beyond. 
 
    Forever. Unending. 
 
    Someone was playing a haunting tune on the violin somewhere. He felt like he might know the tune. But it was impossible to recall its name or even the tempo of the notes. It was just some description-less ring of sound around some familiarity. 
 
    'Are you real?' the figure asked, finally, after an eternity of staring at him. 
 
    Was he? He didn't feel real. He felt like a symptom of something. Or a memory. Or someone else's dream. 
 
    'Are you?' he shot back instead of giving a proper answer. 
 
    The figure said nothing, but he could smell it scowl at him. 
 
    'I'm not the one who's answering questions here.' 
 
    'Are you not?' 
 
    'No. Now answer my question.' 
 
    'What, the one about whether or not I exist? I'm sitting right in front of you, idiot.' 
 
    'That doesn't guarantee existence. They say existence and reality are two different things.' 
 
    '"They" say a lot of things.' 
 
    The figure stood, then started to pace on top of the fallen head. He was content to let it. Just now it turned out this was the gateway to Hell and saying the wrong thing got him put on a lower, meaner level. 
 
    'You won't stop what's coming. You won't stop me.' 
 
    Well, that wasn't ominous at all. He was silent for several moments, then crossed his arms his chest. 
 
    'Who are you?' 
 
    'That's not important.' 
 
    'What are you?' 
 
    The figure gestured to itself. 'Isn't that obvious?' 
 
    'It is,' he lied. 'But since when has the obvious been the truth?' 
 
    Now he'd freely admit he was going out of his way to be a vague dick just because he could, and because he was hoping to drown the thing in endless word games. 
 
    The Church of the Stone God often preached that demons and witches crept into the dreams of the righteous while they slept and tried to tempt them to sin. They taught that the only countermeasure was willpower, to use the weight of your soul as a weapon to crush the demons into dust. One way they said to do that was to use one's mind as a tool, a sharping blade. 
 
    This particular succubus was either really bad at its job or had somehow gained the impression that vaguely humanoid figures dressed in grey robes were his fetish, but that didn't mean he wasn't going to relentlessly irritate the fuck out of it until it stopped trying to touch his soul inappropriately. 
 
    'You honestly have no idea what I'm capable of,' he lied again. 'You think you know because they told you. You don't.' 
 
    That gave the figure pause. A sound like a snicker came out of it. 'Is that a threat?' 
 
    'No. A simple statement of the reality.' He did his best to sound imperious. 'You're nothing to me. A bug to squash. This course of action will lead to your undoing if you keep at it. Desist.' 
 
    Again, the wisdom went that demons reacted to your mental state. That they could actually be forced by strong belief into behaving a certain way. More importantly, that allowing your fear of them to run rampant only made it more probable that they'd do the thing you were afraid of. Showing or feeling too much fear was a fatal error. 
 
    Self-delusion was a tool here. 
 
    The figure said nothing, but it shimmered a little before him. 'They said you would say that. They said you'd be an arrogant creature.' 
 
    'Do you think I find this game amusing?' Viktor sighed. 'Either come over here and attempt to make me lose my temper or get out of my sight. This?' He gestured to the random dreamscape all around him. 'This is not yours. This is mine now.' 
 
    'Never!' That made it react with anger, leaping off the head and moving closer to him even as he was still unable to move off the stone. 'You won't stop—' 
 
    The figure's shimmering turned more violent at that, and the sound of it faded even as it lost its form and disintegrated into a pool of water that splashed against the grass, then upwards, away from him. 
 
    ... 
 
    Haha ha! Viktor: one; ominous shadow monster: zero. 
 
    The dream crashed to water all around him as soon as that thought finished its lifespan, and he felt the drown take him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    'I'm surprised you know what a curseling is,' Nikolas sighed that evening, technically now three hours into being that morning, well past Viktor's scheduled meet with End. The Captain was once again pored all over his desk in his office, this time his face firmly set into an angry grimace. 
 
    Physician Ordo, Heun and Viktor had been hastily crammed into the office, and Viktor was caught between cursing the lack of space and cursing the cold as Heun tried to get a bigger fire going from the pathetic and puny fireplace in the middle of the room. 
 
    Viktor turned from the basin he'd had his head stuck in for the past several hours. Ordo had hastily set it aside for him, filled it with holy water, and told him to do nothing but wash his face and eyes out in the stuff. He coughed as a fresh layer of disgusting ink filtered off and floated off his face. 
 
    It was awkward, scrubbing his face with his mask off while there were others in the room, but Ordo had said it was beyond important that he get the army of small scratches on his face clean and Nikolas had sequestered him to the side, behind a cloth screen that only showed outlines and silhouettes. It let him keep his privacy and his face hidden while he washed, and talk at the same time. 
 
    Viktor was lucky. He might've had the most fucking ink vomited on him, but Lukas had lost an eye trying to brawl the thing off Viktor's face and another man had lost an ear. The now one-eyed watchman had almost cut the curseling neatly in half in the process, apparently. 
 
    So Viktor clearly owed Lukas a drink. 
 
    Rosh and Maxwell were being treated for burns from the acidic blood, one watchman wouldn't walk again until his leg joint had been knitted together at the knee with extensive pixiedust therapy, a dozen other men would have scars that would last for life. 
 
    But fortunately no one was dead. In a situation like that, more a stroke of luck or an act of blessing than most people would assume. Viktor had heard stories about curselings going through entire squads of armoured knights. 
 
    The only reason they had survived was because they were in such an enclosed space that made it impossible for the thing to manoeuvre and relatively simple to gang up on it and beat it into a smear. 
 
    Viktor wasn't religious, but thank the Stone God no one was dead. 
 
    Well, except for Milletra. But who the fuck cared about her? 
 
    Were he being honest with himself, Viktor was infuriated that he'd lost out on the money her fat corpse had been worth but the fact that she had died so horribly perhaps took the worst off his temper. Besides, maybe he could convince Nikolas to pretend he'd executed her. 
 
    Fat chance. 
 
    'You know I read everything I get my hands on. That sometimes includes old fairy tales and almanacs on anything I find half interesting. Not to mention whatever fresh bullshit the news boys from the Guild of Rumours are selling. Most of its garbage but every once in a while, you'll find a kernel that pops up too often to be smoke without a fire.' 
 
    Viktor coughed, pouring more holy water in the sink as the previous jug's worth dissolved against the foulness of the ink, the two magical forces cancelling one another out and destroying each other in the process. 
 
    This was strong gunk if the holy water wasn't just dissolving it and leaving the basin smelling like roses and sunshine. As it was he felt like he was having to apply a stupid amount to his face to even begin to clear the layers off. 
 
    At least he could see again. At the very least he had regained at least some partial, blurry vision. 
 
    'The Church likes to put out pamphlets of monsters that are being commonly sighted every season. Curselings are rare ones but they're very bad when they do appear.' 
 
    'No need to tell me that,' Heun sighed. 'I mean, I thought those things were... artificial. Made by witches. Anything to do with witches is always bad. Forever.' 
 
    'I've heard stories of some that were created accidentally by alchemists, but my son has a point. How in the hell would Milletra summon one? And why would it kill her?' 
 
    'Every season there's some fool that dabbles in witchcraft, or tries to take alchemy too far. Never mind the usual problems with sorcerers and warlocks,' Amda grumbled with a slight slurring of her words, shamelessly drinking mead out of a flagon via a wooden straw inserted into a gap under her mask. 
 
    He didn't blame her for going out of her way to get drunk. Not after that horror show. 
 
    'I'm not exactly surprised it didn't go as planned and the thing decided to eat her. I suppose that was her plan in case she got captured, summon a demon to help her escape.' 
 
    'I don't think she did,' Viktor sighed. 
 
    'Hmm?' Nikolas looked up at him. 
 
    'The rumour goes that witches summon curselings to get revenge on their enemies. I don't think I've ever heard of one being summoned as a... familiar. Heun, did you get a glimpse of that body?' 
 
    'Some. After I'd finished washing the ink it was vomiting everywhere out of my eyes with holy water. What about it?' 
 
    'Did you notice that amulet she was wearing?' 
 
    Heun shuffled a little by the fire, at least it sounded like he did. Viktor was yet to get to the gunk in his ears. 'I, uh, yeah. She was wearing it yesterday as well, wasn't she?' 
 
    'Didn't you notice the change in the symbol?' 
 
    Heun was silent. 'I thought I saw a cat on it the first time.' 
 
    'And the second? In the cells?' 
 
    '...Definitely not a cat.' 
 
    'What are you getting at, Viktor?' Nikolas asked neutrally. 
 
    'Our dear criminal didn't kill herself with a summoning gone wrong. She got killed to prevent her from talking. That amulet was probably the witch's mark that whichever harpy used to kill her. Probably magically bound to her neck. Insurance. Didn't you see the look on her face when she was brought in? Like she was already in the gallows. Plus, the way her skull was warped from the inside. 
 
    'I think the thing grew out of her fucking stomach, ate her from the inside, then burst out of her head. Which would explain why she was wailing in incomprehensible pain while you were trying to get into the cell, or why the key didn't work. Probably a side effect of whatever curse was triggered. Stop anyone from helping her.' 
 
    'Why would a witch kill Milletra?' Amda grumbled. 'I mean, aside from the obvious fact that she's... was irritating.' 
 
    'To stop her from telling a Baron-appointed judge that Hulkreug DeWinter was the one that paid her to smuggle the pixiedust into the city, of course,' Viktor sighed. 
 
    The three of them were silent for several moments. Finally, Heun spoke up. 'Viktor, maybe just run that by us again.' 
 
    'It's really not that unbelievable once you find the path. The pixiedust was of such stupid quality and quantity that Hulkreug DeWinter might be the only fool in the city except for the Baron himself that could afford to smuggle it in. 
 
    He hired Milletra to sneak it through in the first place. Her entire speciality is getting through the Lower Gate and into the city itself. The other Smugglers' Guilds are better at getting goods through the transit castles or the smokeship gantries. 
 
    'She probably had her people bring it in through the Lower Gates already disguised as alchemist's fertiliser or some other mundane good. He had his men at the front gates look the other way and mark it off as something else when it came in, then Milletra moved it up,' Viktor gestured to the ceiling with a finger. 
 
    'How? Captain Soltkin watches everything that goes through her gate.' Nikolas didn't bother to hide his scepticism. 
 
    'Just because she watches doesn't mean she talks. You know how much Rolt hates the nobility, people born with their power. She's a Nordling. The only reason she got her position was because she turned on her own kinsmen during the last invasion. And not for money or a rank in the Watch like people like to assume. "Baron's reward", tch, no. The whole reason she sold her own people out was because she thought they were weak. Because they kept losing the invasions. 
 
    'She knew Adelstrad was the winning side and so she joined it. You don't think that she might eventually figure out that DeWinter is the rising power in this city after she'd spent long enough staying here? That she might like the way his merchant-run idea of a city sounds? The "strong" ruling the "weak" and all that. Just substitute rich for strong and poor for weak and it's the same philosophy. Of course she could be persuaded to let a wagon or two slip by without as thorough of an inspection.' 
 
    'For what? Why would that interest Soltkin, helping to smuggle drugs?' Amda pressed. 
 
    'Not drugs...' 
 
    '...Alchemist's fire...' Nikolas hissed. 'I knew the tensions in this city got worse every year, but I never thought it was to the point that people were stockpiling ingredients for bombs.' 
 
    'You begin to understand. The Guild of Alchemists makes its home in the Middle. A few rogue members could easily be persuaded to store and convert the stuff into bombs and catapult ammunition if DeWinter just slipped enough coins into their pockets. 
 
    'He needed Milletra to use her contacts to buy or steal the pixiedust—I still don't know from where—and disguise it as so it could get into the city, but between him and Soltkin, he had control over both the Lower and Middle Gates and subsequently the men performing inspections and keeping the log books.  
 
    'That's changed now that the Baron's really made a point of clamping down on the Lowers, and I doubt Soltkin's loyalty to him is absolute, but it doesn't matter. The stuff is already in the city.' 
 
    'In the Upper Keep. Secure,' Nikolas said. 
 
    'Which is the one good thing to come out of this mess. Hulkreug is the only person in this city that could possibly benefit from or finance that much dust coming into the city, never mind the resources it would take to get a witch on your team. 
 
    'The one thing he didn't account for was my'—Viktor's eyes flicked to Ordo, knowing that only Nikolas was supposed to be in the know and Heun had only eavesdropped on portions of their earlier conversation—'associate mentioning offhandedly the Milletra situation to me, and me subsequently to you.' 
 
    Viktor trailed off. Nikolas's posture had gone still, and he was clearly considering everything he was being told very carefully. Better not to put it all on him at once. Instead, he pulled some ooze out of his hair, and his thoughts turned to the one little kink in Hulkreug's otherwise fool proof plan. The unfortunate fact that the man hadn't been expecting Mickey the Ease to be unknowingly hosting a rat for the watch. 
 
    Viktor might have assumed it was just the Moneybag sticking his nose up at the criminals and not bothering to learn their ways before he hired one of them, but he hadn't actually been at all incorrect to assume that Milletra would be able to move the goods without getting caught. 
 
    Viktor thanked his lucky stars that End, Nikolas and he had been paranoid enough to take massive pains to make sure that almost no one knew of the exact nature of their little arrangement. Of course, it was well-known that Mickey tattled on the other Thieves' Guilds when it suited her, the Upper and Middle Thieves' Guilds did the exact same thing to both her and one another. They were competitors. It was expected they'd play dirty. Part of the game. So were rumours. 
 
    Every arsehole on the street knew some bloke who knew a bloke who worked for one of the dark guilds. Crime was a fact of life in Adelstrad. 
 
    What was unprecedented about the arrangement was that his contact did it in exchange for leniency towards her own dealings and coin, which would be several steps too far for the other dark guilds. It was meant to be a tool of the game, tripping your opponent up and getting them caught. 
 
    You weren't supposed to just throw the dark laws—and there were laws, they just weren't written out for people who weren't in the know or in the need to know—out the window and nark for the boys in mail to such a large degree as what End did. 
 
    The other issue was that End had stepped out of her lane when she started spying on Milletra for him. True, tensions between the Thieves' Guilds and Smugglers' Guilds had always been there, and there was overlap between the two to the point that one might assume they were the same, but they were still considered entirely different professions and even limited narking was only allowed if it was within the same guild-set. 
 
    You could mess with your direct competitors a lot, but there was still a code of honour, and if the Assassins' Guild started dealing drugs they'd have to have an uncomfortable chat with the Chem Guild, just like the Chem Guild stayed the fuck away from prostitution and the Prostitutes' Guild stayed away from the business of the Gambling Guild and the Moneylenders' Guild. 
 
    Otherwise, the risk was that chaos broke out and every dark guild entered into a free-for-all. That was never good for business. The only reason Milletra had gotten away with breaking the unwritten rules for so long was the same reason she'd evaded the Watch for so long: she was inhumanly good at covering her tracks.  
 
    That had always been her strength. She knew exactly who to bribe or what to break or who to kill to keep her indiscretions either secret or impossible to prove. 
 
    Even the dark guilds had to make it demonstrably clear you did something off-beat before the Dark Council could order you punished and, like the saying went, it was only a crime if you got caught. 
 
    Similar as they were, prone to step on one another's toes over "jurisdiction" as they were, the penalty for severely breaking the rules of engagement or trying to muscle in from one lane into the other was an encounter with the piranhas in the under-tunnels. 
 
    End had done both of those. He could assume they hadn't been compromised yet, but it wouldn't hurt to make the meetings even more secretive. 
 
    As it was, he would get an earful for missing the one at midnight, and she wouldn't hear "I was fighting a demonic monkey and suffering from monkey-ink induced hallucinations and/or an attempt by an unsexy succubus to steal my soul" as an excuse. She might even assume he'd tried something suspicious, leaving her to go to the meeting spot without showing up himself. 
 
    Nikolas pulled his hands behind his neck and slowly cracked each of his fingers, evidently still processing. But he worked his shoulders and continued. 
 
    'And when my watchmen came clanking down to arrest her, no doubt not helping matters by making the arrest so unsubtle, on top of the dust going missing...' he let it trail off. 
 
    'He had a witch, an actual fucking witch, kill her to keep her quiet. Or punish her. Most likely the amulet was pre-enchanted as a contingency, if you say that its appearance changed after the curseling was... birthed. Whatever spell was used to kill Milletra may have also been the cause of the earlier surge, although that's just speculation and I'm far from able to prove it one way or the other. I wouldn't know how to begin.' Amda sighed. 
 
    'This bodes beyond ill,' Nikolas sighed. 'My chief suspect is dead, and I have to take all of this to the Baron and tell him DeWinter could be planning a revolt.' 
 
    Viktor snorted. 'Could be?' 
 
    'Don't get me wrong, Viktor. I respect your reasoning here, but it's still a stretch, a large one. It makes enough sense to intensify scrutiny of the Grand Guild of Merchants and DeWinter, but it's not anything to go knocking his house down over. There's zero proof.' 
 
    'I'm aware. You have the Church disinfecting the entire dungeons, correct?' 
 
    'No, I'd need the Baron's permission for that, but I have them going over the upper levels and the body at least. I'll ask them to take a look at that amulet. If they can't figure it out, the Guild of Alchemists might be able to.' 
 
    'What about that one thug that escaped while we were fighting the curseling? The one with the false tooth filled with acid he used to melt the bars? Bran?' Heun asked. 
 
    'Brandt,' Amda sighed. 'There's not much to be done, other than keep looking for him. I don't know if he's our priority though. Unless Viktor is about to tell me there was more than there seemed there.' 
 
    'Almost certainly, but I don't know if it's to the extent that we might hope. It could just be that he was simply smart enough to find a dirty alchemist somewhere and have him put the tooth in. Maybe he was keeping it in case he had to commit suicide behind bars. Maybe escaping was the plan to begin with. Either way, I'll add him to my list of things I need to sort out at some point.' 
 
    Nikolas nodded, then sighed again. 'That amulet might be the key to all of this. It might lead us back to the witch that killed Milletra, and then he or she may subsequently lead us back to whoever was giving the marching orders. It may take weeks before the Church can understand it though, and I've given strict orders that they only speak with me about it. None of the other watchmen and none of you are to open your mouths about any of this. I will brief the Baron about everything that was discovered and Viktor's concern there's something much worse at play personally.' 
 
    Viktor hummed his agreement and Amda nodded. 
 
    'Wait, hold on. That's it?' Heun asked, almost startled. 'After all the time and effort spent trying to get Milletra in a cell, we're just... tying it off at the end of the rope and calling it a day?' 
 
    'No.' Viktor cursed at the bubbling sensation that pouring holy water into his ear caused. 'It's far from left alone, but it needs to be put in a neat pile and considered for now. There's no use in rushing in to arrest Hulkreug on suspicion based on the vague conclusions drawn by one person, even if they do make a sick sort of sense. We need to get the clear from the Baron to get Soltkin into a room and make her talk some nice words, then do the same to the witch and Hulkreug.' 
 
    'He's right,' Nikolas sighed. 'Remember, Heun. Everything is conjecture until it's proven, and you need reasonable suspicions before you can arrest someone to question them, even if it's normal questioning and not a metaphor for torture.' 
 
    'I... understand. I suppose I was just hoping for something a little... neater.' 
 
    'We all were,' Nikolas grumbled. 'But, my boy, the unfortunate reality of life is that things are rarely neat. Especially not in this city.' 
 
    'I know that now. I've been... I guess, on the job for a day and I feel like I learnt more now than months in sparring practice.' 
 
    'Normal,' Nikolas nodded. 'Theory is good, practice is better. Experience is best. Now it's just the waiting game. Amda, continue to oversee the injured and make sure to catalogue their symptoms thoroughly. The Church will want to know what they're dealing with when they come to pick apart Milletra's corpse and what's left of the curseling.' 
 
    'Of course,' Amda hiccupped. 
 
    'And me?' Viktor asked. 
 
    'Go get in contact with this underworld friend of yours. I would like to have details on what her snooping gleamed of Milletra's movements. Mickey's as well, not mention even the slightest whisper of anything to do with witches or Hulkreug DeWinter. This should go some way to assuaging any concerns she may have over your missed rendezvous.' 
 
    Nikolas pulled out a small pouch and tossed it over the screen. A small, perfectly cut gold cube fell out of it, weighing about ten ounces. It didn't escape his notice that the gold piece had been shorn of its serial numbers and Baronial stamp markings. Viktor snorted derogatorily and stuffed it back in the purse with one hand. 
 
    The vast majority of Adelstradians went their entire lives without so much as glimpsing a gold piece. This was a lot of money. Nikolas wasn't joking around. 
 
    'Yup. It probably would. I'll find her at the backup meet spot. But it'll be a few days before she'll be willing to try to get in touch with me again and I'll need to go in disguise.' 
 
    'Not sure how that's possible, seeing as you never take that very distinctive hood off,' Heun hummed. 
 
    'Silly Heun. I lied through my teeth when I fed you that nonsense about only wearing it for ceremony. The simple reality is that when you wear a mask all the time, no one would recognise you with it off. You and I have met twice before in the keep. You just didn't recognise me because I am a vaunted master of disguise and was blended in completely with the other watchmen.' 
 
    '...No way.' Heun gaped. 'You're pulling my leg.' 
 
    He was, but he wasn't going to tell Heun that. 'It's actually really ridiculous how unaware you all are. Even Amda is still unaware of the fact that I like to watch her while she sleeps.' 
 
    Amda, now properly in the realm of the drunk, emitted a disquieted mewl and let her head fall onto Nikolas's desk. The man himself shook his head with a sigh but didn't bother revealing Viktor's shenanigans for the lie they were. 
 
    Still, he would need to borrow some plainclothes from Rosh and get one of his damned fake faces. He hadn't been kidding when he said going to need to play safely for a while. 
 
    As of the moment they'd confiscated the pixiedust, Adelstrad had just become much, much more dangerous. 
 
    * * * 
 
    His vision was still a little blurry as he made his way back down the puny and disgustingly tight stairwell, but all the ink was gone from his eyes and he could at least begin to make out the parts where the white walls had turned a little beige with age and follow the subtle cracks in the stone if he stared hard enough, so that was progress. 
 
    Heun caught up to him at the base of the tower as he was leaving. His footfalls on the lush red carpet had been erratic, like the boy was following along uncertainly. 
 
    He considered dodging to the left and taking a path along one of the courtyards, but that would just prolong the issue. 
 
    Viktor grumbled to himself at the prospect of yet another conversation, but at least he was back in his hood and feeling a little more natural for it. 
 
    'Can you and I speak for a moment?' he'd asked awkwardly, tapping the larger man on the shoulder. 
 
    'Briefly, while we walk. I need to take an inventory of some of my paints and figure out if I'm going for the look of the ugly drunkard or the infested leper.' 
 
    'Uh. Right. So, you... keep fake masks made to look like other people's faces, right?' 
 
    'No, I just keep other people's faces. Alchemically preserved by what seems like the only alchemist in this entire city who will do business with me and my Blackclad self. Slightly illegal, given the charge of desecrating a body, but they stick to my face like magic glue, and no one is the wiser. Useful for the clandestine meetings. Even if your father does glare at me every time I bring them up in conversation.' 
 
    Heun's face turned green. 'And... where did these faces... come from?' 
 
    'Condemned and executed criminals, obviously. In case you haven't noticed, that's kind of my thing.' 
 
    '...Right.' 
 
    'Relax, Heun. They were long-cold by the time I removed the faces. But you've been following me around the halls like a fart that misses my arse for five minutes. What's bothering you?' 
 
    'Ah, you noticed that.' 
 
    'Trick to following someone. Don’t try too hard to make it seem like you're not. It's easier to pretend to just be some bloke going about your business in a direction that happens to be the same one your target's heading in than it is to be some stealthy assassin stalking his prey, completely undetected.' 
 
    'Right,' Heun rubbed the back of his neck awkwardly. 'So... you and I kind of got off on the wrong foot.' 
 
    'Not really. We got off on a really great foot for the first few hours. It was only after you tried to stab me that our little love affair went down the shitter.' 
 
    'You know I don't keep my swor—' 
 
    'I know you don't keep your sword sharp, Heun. And perhaps I should have accounted for your puny little white knight brain before I dropped all the hard realities of this city on you all at once. You've acclimatised well enough from only a day of being exposed to the real work. Not bad.' 
 
    'Thanks... My father said you asked him to be lenient with me. Thank you for that.' 
 
    'It's fine. A week in the dungeon for a brawling charge is excessive anyway. I doubt he would have kept you in there the whole time.' 
 
    'Yeah, he doesn't lose his temper often but when he does it can get pretty severe. He tore a strip off me while I was in the cells. I was almost worried he'd leave me down there when the surge happened.' 
 
    'I wasn't. He's not that strict. You got over the haunt sickness fast enough. Not bad.' 
 
    'Thank you. So... I suppose I mostly found you to, erm, apologise for being a little shit. I was reckless, and I jumped to conclusions. I hope you can forgive me.' 
 
    'Like I said, Heun. I was bored and playing up the evil mastermind act for fun. I underestimated how unused you might be to that kind of thing, and you reacted the way I, in hindsight, can understand a typical squire would. At least one that's never formally gutted a man before. I'll try not to pull your levers too hard from now on. Just keep your temper in check and use your words.' 
 
    'I got it. And I will, I promise.' 
 
    'Then there's no issue as far as I'm concerned. You aren't bad, Heun. You picked this stuff up quick and your heart's in the right place.' 
 
    'Thank you. Though to be fair, I think I still have a lot more to learn. I don't think I could have pieced together in a decade what you seemed to piece together in a few days at most.' 
 
    'More like a few hours, but who's counting? You really aren't like other nobles, are you? I doubt a Blackclad would get an apology from any other noble like this.' 
 
    'My family's never really seen eye to eye with the rest of Velmont. It might have been one of the reasons my father accepted the post here.' 
 
    'Hmph. I see that now. For what it's worth, I should also apologise for pulling the "naïve noble boy" card on you. That wasn't fair either.' 
 
    'Don't mention. It was kind of accurate.' 
 
    'Okay!' Viktor clapped his hands. 'Great! We are all buddies again and now the time for emotion has passed and the time for skulduggery has come again! Good talk. Now if only I can find a good clipper to shave some of the gold off this cube before I hand it to Mick.' 
 
    '...I can't tell if you're joking.' 
 
    'Neither can I, honestly. I was really hoping I'd get to kill Milletra myself. Now I'll have to settle for the dirty watchmen and the coin their corpses are worth.' 
 
    'I still can't believe we got infiltrated like that.' 
 
    'People are scattered shadows in a twilight chapel, Heun. You never know when one of them will turn bright or get a little darker as the movement of time intersects with every broken little angle.' 
 
    'That's profound. Where's it from?' 
 
    'Some shitty romance novel I've been trying to finish for like, three fucking months.' 
 
   



 

 Chapter Fourteen: The Many-Faced Man 
 
    A few days later, Viktor found himself traversing the vertical walkways of the Middle's Temple Quarter, affecting a mild hunch and holding his axes over his shoulder, still attached by the leather strap but wrapped in a measure of cloth and an old carpet so as to look like any other package one might carry. 
 
    It wouldn't fool anyone that cared enough to actually feel him out, but at a glance or from a distance he was just some old fool that had just bought a rug. 
 
    The stone here was unlike any other in the city, smooth to the touch like seashells and warped as if it had spent a thousand years under a waterfall. He brushed a hand across the railing of a bridge as he walked, letting the confused structure bring him ever higher, up amidst dozens or other crawling walkways and towards the central plinth that was his destination. 
 
    Above him was a giant brass statue, another abstract one depicting a weeping man holding a giant brazier that held enough logs to form a small bonfire, lighting the entire circular courtyard he found himself in. 
 
    Below, past hundreds of walkways and yet more thousands of smaller, man-sized statues and sculptures seemingly made to celebrate human suffering, down more than a hundred storeys, the massive, gaping dark abyss that led to the tunnels and caverns below the city greeted him blackly. Wide enough to drop a massive castle into and still not have it touch the edges. 
 
    The spot where the Stone God has used his pinkie finger to crush an army of five hundred thousand men, if you were religious. 
 
    Viktor wasn't, though the strangely lucid dream the ink had borne for him had him wondering if now wasn't the time to rethink his decisions. 
 
    He'd asked around some white-robed preachers collecting alms for the poor in this very quarter the day before. He'd wanted to know what they knew about curselings. 
 
    They'd given him a funny look, firmly pressed their arms together in an 'X' over their chests in the Stone God's warding sign, and apologetically said that he'd be better off asking a templar or one of the witch hunters. They could only tell him what he already knew, that curselings were the vile spawn of witches' curses and the tools of the whores of demons. 
 
    To be honest, hindsight made him feel stupid just for asking. 
 
    He was ever a deeply sceptical man, and he didn't put much stock in dreams. Certainly not whisperings of prophetic dreams. But the figure in the grey robes had felt too real, and the conversation had felt like it was being had in his soul. Hallucinogenic side effects from curseling-ink or not. 
 
    Viktor was an insomniac, and he'd once accidentally given himself an incredibly vivid withdrawal nightmare when he'd tried to slowly wean himself off the sleeping powder that he had to take every night if he wanted any fucking sleep. 
 
    He didn't like the reliance on the substance, didn't like having to pay the apothecary through the nose for something as simple as sleep, and he'd thought he might be able to substitute with incense and calming tea, so he'd set about slowly and carefully reducing the dosages tiny bit by tiny bit every day over the course of two months exactly as the apothecary had instructed. So that his body could lose its dependence on the powder. 
 
    The all too lucid horror of the withdrawal nightmare he'd had halfway through—the one that had instantly made him decide that the powder was the better option—that nightmare had been nothing to the actuality of the conversation with the grey-robed figure. 
 
    Horror was one thing, and a thing Viktor was very well-acquainted with. But the conversation had been real, and Viktor was not well pleased he had someone knocking around his dreams. 
 
    Research was required. Preparation was required. A plan was required. 
 
    He would get all of these things, and when he found that witch, he would track it to whatever hovel or hole in the ground it was living in, and he would crush it to death with his bare hands and burn its corpse. 
 
    He sighed, and let his anger leave him just as the air in his lungs did. Anger had never done Viktor any good. Some people did well when they were angry. Some people could use it as locomotion. Fuel. As a tool, as the cutting blade. 
 
    Viktor was not one of those people. Hatred and anger were fine enough reasons, he supposed, depending on the context, but they couldn’t be the method. The method was calculated. The method was planned. The method was of the mind, not of the emotions. 
 
    He worked his jaw, still sore from where the curseling had punched him in it, then kept walking. 
 
    During the day, this part of the city was alive with trade and rumour and gossip and crowds. Young women sold flowers and fruit cakes to passers-by, and the hammers of the blacksmiths rose and fell like a choir. The uneven, almost melted little storeys surrounding the chasm were full of human life, and even the horrifying statues the first Baron had ordered made to further demoralise and break his slaves did nothing to dull the atmosphere. 
 
    One of his favourite quarters during the day. But at night it had a dreamlike quality to it that was almost prophetic. Whether that was by virtue of the impossible architecture—something that was the work of the Stone God, some said—or just the sheer, callous loneliness mixed with the whistling chill coming up from the chasm, he couldn’t say. 
 
    His friend chose her meeting spots well, at least from the perspective of a woman that loved to be dramatic. 
 
    He went up a winding, too-thin staircase, then down a rampart that took him lower for a bit, then he took a left on a small platform and went up again. 
 
    The walkways above the pit were necessary to move foot-traffic, even if he knew for a fact that sometimes-made newcomers to the city faint with the impossibility of their construction and the steepness of the fall should you slip. 
 
    She wasn't foolish enough to conduct her clandestine business on the massive upper platform where the Grand Cathedral had been built, nor on the Church's front door. 
 
    But on one of the myriad platforms below the Church, under the Grand Cathedral's shadow? He supposed she appreciated the poetry of that. He did too, but only because it was still far enough away from the building itself that he wasn't too worried a templar would materialise and attempt to beat some religion into them with a mace. 
 
    It may still happen though. 
 
    Viktor sighed and scratched at the face he was wearing, the one taken from the old man he had poisoned. Another face from another man so that he could pretend to live another life. It was convincing enough, even up close. He'd checked in the mirror in Ordo's office while he was breaking in and stealing more sweets from her. 
 
    Even End couldn't really tell him apart under his masks, and she spent a lot of time suspiciously staring at him. He had to send a brief description of what he'd be looking like in a letter before every one of their little meetings. 
 
    The last few steps of a staircase were almost the most important, somehow. They were the ones that gave you a glimpse of what you were about to walk onto, and what you would miss if you fell down the stairs. 
 
    As it was, a dirty smirk came to Viktor's face, and by extension the one he had stolen, as he crested the last steps to the platform that was to the be the meeting spot. 
 
    Instead of a cloaked woman leaning against the railing and idly toying with a dagger, as was the norm, he instead found six burly men waiting for him, with a familiar figure at the front of them, looking worse for wear and holding a torch in his left hand, a butcher's knife in the other. 
 
    His face, already looking haggard the way a man that had been a devout drunkard for a few years did, hardened even further when Viktor ascended the stairs and they clapped eyes on one another, and even at this distance Viktor could see the faint traces of blue trailing down his cheeks, and the eerie blue glow of the whites of his eyes, overtaking the hazel. His hair had tinged white at the edges. 
 
    He was not an old man. Viktor didn't think more than his late twenties. 
 
    That answered one question. It didn't take a genius to see the symptoms of blue pixiedust overuse. 
 
    The other men were all carrying clubs and axes. Viktor's smirked turned into a snicker, then a full-blown chuckle, and he clapped a little to himself. 
 
    'I'm proud of you, Brandt,' he said with a mixture of condescension and genuine respect. 'You impressed me when you got out of that cell. The false tooth with alchemist's acid was genius. And yet... that wasn't quite what was in it, was it?' 
 
    'Of course not,' Brandt sniffed, wiping his nose. His hand came away bloody, with blue goo mixed in. 'We've all heard the rumours of the blue dust. Grants temporary magical powers. Enhances 'em if you've already got 'em. No wonder the Fancyboys want all the stuff to themselves.' 
 
    'And did you? Already have them, I mean.' 
 
    'Course not. I look like a witch to you?' 
 
    'Right now? A little bit.' 
 
    'Yeah, what can I say?' Brandt scowled 'The side effects are a bitch and a half, and snorting your own supply is a bad move. But I only had so many ways to get out of my cage. 'Sides, this shit is so pure, I feel like I could kill the world. Could definitely kill you.' Brandt gestured to him with the knife. 
 
    'Probably, if you tried really, really hard and leveraged your numbers advantage. So... Were you the one pulling the visions on me?' 
 
    'Huh? What, you been smoking some of the dust too?' 
 
    'Tch. Thought so. That'd be too easy. The other thing is that I doubt you could pull a curseling out of your arse.' 
 
    'Oh, definitely not. I'll need a lot more of the dust before I can manage that, and I need to lock certain things down 'fore I can get more.' 
 
    'From where? From who?' 
 
    'Not stupid enough to say. Not interested in the investigator game. Milletra getting offed by whatever witch she pissed off, you know, this week...' Brandt chuckled at his own joke, wiping his nose again. 
 
    'It's changed the game. The Lowers Smugglers' Guild's in a shambles. Power vacuum's gotta get filled. You know how it goes.' 
 
    It dawned on Viktor that Brandt probably didn't know who Milletra was working for, or that the witch was probably working for him too. Or where she got the dust. Viktor didn't clue him in otherwise. 
 
    'And you're the man to do it.' 
 
    'Not with you alive, I'm not. I can't set the precedent that the dumb ape that almost drowned me is still alive when I get the nice desk. Nothing personal, you get it? Just business.' 
 
    'I get it. I just don't believe you.' 
 
    'Meh, what can I say? I haven't slept in two days. Maybe that's the dust, maybe that's 'cause I keep dreaming of the drowning pool. Neither shits given neither way. I'll make it quick. Bloody, but quick.' 
 
    'And explain how you even recognised me? I know you didn't follow me here. Did my guy sell me out?' 
 
    'Didn't know you had a guy. Might have to work 'im out for his teeth later. But nah,' Brandt tapped the side of his head with the knife. 'Knew you'd be here. The voices said such. Said t'was you under that old face. 
 
    'No idea how the hell that works. Don't much care. Voices always kinda make a sick kind of sense. You know, when they aren't screaming about the drowning pool or telling me to put myself off the ledge. Like I said, hmm...' Brandt rubbed at his temples. 'Side effects.' 
 
    'I see.' 
 
    'No. You don't. I see. And I hear. This whole city will burn soon. They said so.' 
 
    'They say a lot of things, vaguely oracular voices in your head brought about by drug overdose.' 
 
    'Ain't that the truth?' Brandt sniffed again, and a fresh set of blue tears fell down his face. 'But I'm on a schedule. Need to wrap this up. Need to wrap this up quick. Get another hit, before the voices get angry. 
 
    'They don't like it when I go too many hours without a hit. And I'm running out of the dust Milletra squirreled away, the parcels she thought she could get away with siphoning off. The ones she thought weren't seen. Fat hamster she was. I saw them, the voices showed me. 
 
    'But you need to die, like they say. You either put yourself over that ledge, find the cavern. Or I find it for you.' 
 
    Brandt was half-gone already. The dust he'd imbibed had been so pure that he may was well have taken a less concentrated mix for years. It would have probably done less damage to his system. Such a massive amount of such purity introduced so quickly had done horrors to him. 
 
    Half his brain was probably melted away by now. 
 
    Viktor sighed, then pulled the darker, more expensive axe off his back, letting the cloth fall to the ground. 'Let's get to it, then.' 
 
    'Hoping you'd say that. Boys, ice him.' 
 
    That was the end of the talk, and the beginning of the fight. 
 
    Five men charged at him at once, coming at him from every angle they could. They weren't stupid enough to try to fight him one at a time or to all come from the front. Viktor wasn't stupid enough to let them surround him. 
 
    He backed away down the stairs, cursing every little misstep that felt like it would put him arse over apex. The landing was a few metres down. If he could hit that and park there, their numbers advantage would count for nothing. 
 
    They tried their best not to let him. A man came at him with a dagger in each hand, and Viktor cursed that he had to move backwards down the fucking steps and fight at the same time. A knife came towards his face, and he ducked away, barely. 
 
    The man moved to kick him down the stairs, only to get a clumsy hit from the back of Viktor's axe in the thigh, breaking something. 
 
    He howled, and Viktor punished him for trying to move away by hooking him by the neck with the long blade and pulling him down. 
 
    The blade tore through his neck, spilling gushes of scarlet all over the white marble. 
 
    The difference in elevation made it harder for Viktor to fight—he had to aim and swing upwards—but his weapon was longer than the thugs' smuggled holdout blades and between the reach and gravity, the man tumbled into the railing, putting a hand out to try to block his head and steady his fall, losing a knife in the process. 
 
    Viktor kicked him twice in the stomach, hard enough to break ribs, then once more in the skull before two more men roared down the staircase and fell on him. 
 
    The landing was slowly getting closer. He took a chance and made a heavy sideways swing from the step he was one, putting his weight into it and hoping doing so wouldn't slide him off his footing. 
 
    The blow connected, and hit the next man almost neatly in his ear. Then, because Viktor always kept his nice axe stupidly sharp, it sliced through the middle of his skull and sent the top half flying off the edge, along with half his brain. 
 
    Gore and blood flew everywhere. Momentum took the body into the side of his mate, tripping him up and covering him in blood. He was made of stern stuff, though, and ducked under Viktor's returning swing with his own hand axe. 
 
    'I'll murder you!' he wailed and actually managed a hit on Viktor's lower torso. The impact hurt like a bitch and if a rib wasn't broken then a muscle had been torn, but his leather vest stopped the slice. 
 
    Viktor howled, something between rage and pain, and brought his axe up. Then he fell to a knee and brought the axe down with it, cutting the man's skull apart and crushing the remnants. Viscera and bone fragments fell everywhere, and the body dropped like a sack of meat. 
 
    Yup. Getting back up hurt like a motherfucker. The hand axe had fucked something up in his right side. He limped onto the landing and leaned against the railing with his left side. 
 
    The blood was dripping down the steps now. Slowly, like it was following him. 
 
    The man with the dual knives was still alive, albeit bleeding from a long tear in his neck. He tried to pick himself back up, but Viktor brought the axe into his lower back and then pulled back towards himself, raking a long, nasty gash in his spine that had him screaming and gushing blood. 
 
    'Is that your best, Brandt? Is that the best you can do?' Viktor taunted, clutching his side as the last two goons hesitated at the top of the stairs. 
 
    Whatever advantage they had in numbers had been cut in half, and trying to fight a man with a heavy two-handed weapon with a one-handed axe and a long seax respectively was not a promising plan, even if they did have the high ground. 
 
    They turned to Brandt uncertainly, saying nothing but watching carefully as he walked to the edge of the platform and raised a hand. His eyes glowed a little bluer, and Viktor cursed and turned to limp away. 
 
    'No. My thinking is that this is the best I can do.' 
 
    The stone pulled and contorted against itself, willed by whatever strange magic the dust had given Brandt access to, and the landing behind Viktor detonated into so many shards of exploded rock, raining debris and pieces of shattered statues down everywhere. There was a horrible, sick creaking sound that Viktor prayed wasn't the sound of the stairwell giving way. 
 
    Because the Stone God hated him, it turned out to be exactly the sound of the stairwell giving way, and he had to half throw, half tumble his way down the staircase as the creaking intensified and the portion that he was on cracked and tilted, breaking off and falling into the stairwells below. 
 
     It pulled the injured man with the gash down his back with it, screaming into the pit below. 
 
    That breakage created a cascade of falling stairwells hitting other stairwells and then knocking them over, one that carried on for at least another twenty metres until they hit a sturdy platform and their momentum ceased. 
 
    Viktor swore and shuddered at the lecture Nikolas would give him about limiting property damage, then he howled when he stepped wrong on his injured side onto the floor of a lower platform. 
 
    Something had given. Fuck that idiot with the axe. Lucky hit. 
 
    The platform held, being built with more supports than the stairwells, but Viktor cursed as Brandt slowly began to levitate down towards him, the two thugs stifling screams and yelps as they were swept along in whatever magical current Brandt was producing now 
 
    'This is taking too long and using too much of this hurts my head. Kill him now, or you'll both be following him into the chasm,' Brandt threatened, stifling his nosebleed. 
 
    That got the two men moving, the fear of death, and they came at him again. Viktor growled. They had space to manoeuvre now. Another one with a hand axe flanked to get at him from behind and the one with the seax took testing stabs at him from the front. He dodged and batted blows aside, perennially weaving forward and to the side with heavy cleaves of his axe the thug had to dodge, to make space and deny the man behind him the chance to axe him. 
 
    He heard the shout behind him and, praying his timing wasn't off, turned and slammed the blade down and left in a sweep. The axe man saw it coming and leapt back, but the one with the seax was still off-balance and he'd brought himself precious seconds. 
 
    Viktor took a deep breath, exhaled it, then quickly used the momentum of his swing to pivot on his foot, back to face the one with the seax. He brought the handle of his axe into the first thug's face, then barely hooked his bad leg between the other man's and twisted on his heel again with a grimace, using the axe handle again to push him into his mate. 
 
    The second man had recovered his balance and taken the opportunity of Viktor's movement to close in and try to strike him from behind, but he now tried to avert the course of the hand axe that had been flying towards Viktor's back. Unfortunately for him and his friend, he'd realised too late what the executioner had been doing and accidentally cut into his mate's shoulder instead. The injured thug howled in pain and cursed at his mate. 
 
    Then they both shut up when Viktor took advantage of the confusion to line up a swing. The axe swept from left to right and neatly severed both men's heads. 
 
    It was a funny thing, taking a person's head. Not like burning them at the stake or poisoning them. One was a slow death by cooking, the other a calmer death by gentle shutdown of the brain and organs. 
 
    But a severed head? A severed head would live for a few moments even after having been cut off. Just a matter of seconds, four or six normally. But the head would still technically be alive, alive and without a body or the ability to speak or breathe. 
 
    In those five seconds that Viktor had to idly watch one of the thug's severed heads after it hit the floor, he sighed when he realised that the man that had tried to axe him from behind was scarcely past his eighteenth year. The eyes rolled around and the lips moved in panic, then its vision set on him and it stared. 
 
    Blaming. 
 
    The spasms eventually ceased, then the eyes went dull. And Viktor was left alone with Brandt and his own self-loathing. Brandt said nothing, did nothing. He simply stared at him, almost as blankly as the dull eyes of the served head. 
 
    '...The Velmontians hate us, you know. As does the rest of Theronl. We're technically part of the same country, but everybody here knows that's a lie. Something that's true on paper and nowhere else. We're so much more like the Nordlings than we might care to admit. 
 
    'That's why the capital wants nothing to do with us. We're the bulwark the invasions break against. A necessary, ugly tool. Nothing more. The locals call us the City of Statues. Have you ever been to the capital? In Velmont, they say this is a city of slaves.' 
 
    Viktor sighed, hanging his head a little. 
 
    '"The City of Chains," they used to call us in their history books...' he intoned, gripping his axe. 
 
    'Or it used to be our name, before the First Baron formally named the city Adelstrad, after the mountain. I think this is still a city of chained people. We pretend that we're free here, that slavery is illegal... But only if it's just abducting random people from their houses and slapping chains on them. 
 
    'Criminals and debt defaulters and captured Nordlings are fair game, as are any non-humans in this fucking city. I think the shamblebrasses and the indentured servants in the nobles' households, and the ones working the mines... I think they could tell you that perfectly well. I could tell you what it's like to be erased. To become a dark mask. 
 
    'These two could tell you things too. These two knew what "City of Chains" meant, and how not everyone that gets stuffed over wears a collar or a black hood. Were their lives worth this?' 
 
    'No. Their lives were worth much less.' Brandt spoke with odd serenity, and the little bits of street twang in his voice were fading. 'People are cheap. Pixiedust is expensive.' 
 
    'You're a disgusting fool that didn't even have the capability or the restraint to not get fucked on your own damned magical corpses. And, for what?' He gestured to the younger head. 'That one over there was barely even a man. Did you even know his name?' 
 
    'I think it was Huck. Him and I worked together for a while, for Milletra.' 
 
    '...I'm talking to a corpse, aren't I? You aren't even here. It's...' Viktor gestured helplessly to the side of his head. 'It's all just fucking gone.' 
 
    'I'm still alive. I think. Just different. I see more. I am more.' 
 
    'Tch. Everyone in this city thinks that. The delusion that you're worth something is the only thing that keeps everyone in the Lowers from slitting their own throats. The only question I have left about you is whether you were a disgusting piece of shit to begin with or if the drug and the hellish high did that to you.' 
 
    'Does it matter?' 
 
    'Yes.' 
 
    'Why?' 
 
    That actually gave him pause. He wasn't sure. Maybe it was curiosity. The desire to understand everything around him that had gotten him into and out of so much trouble in his life. Maybe he just wanted to keep the conversation going. 
 
    Maybe he was just afraid that Brandt would pull his heart out with a gesture as soon as he decided to finish this. 
 
    '...I don't know,' he said honestly. 
 
    'We should finish this up quickly,' Brandt shrugged. 'I have things to do.' 
 
    'Such as?' 
 
    'I told you. This city will burn soon. I need money and pixiedust to get out. Start new somewhere else.' 
 
    'Stupid man,' Viktor shook his head. 'You were born here, weren't you? You should know the rules. No one leaves Adelstrad. Not really. This city sticks to your soul. And it doesn't burn off. Smarter people than you have predicted the great flood or the great fire that'll take this hellhole out, and smarter people than you have gotten fucking killed for as much. It'll take more than a revolution or divine retribution to remove this stain on the world.' 
 
    Brandt gestured to the fallen seax with a hand, and it floated into his grip. 'Maybe. Maybe I won't make it out, maybe it'll follow me even if I do. But then again, does that matter?' 
 
    'Does anything matter to you anymore, Brandt? Maybe you were sampling for recreation to begin with. Maybe you were curious. Maybe that bit of dust you stole off Milletra and had made into a false tooth was only there for emergencies, for breaking out of a cell. But either way, there's nothing left now. Does your own name mean anything to you? Do you have any people you care about? Can you remember what food tastes like? The sensation of a cold drink of water after a day of being thirsty? Can you remember what the sensations of sadness or joy feel like anymore?' 
 
    Brandt said nothing, but the small lowering of his head told Viktor volumes. 
 
    'I pity you. You're either a pathetic junkie with a weak will, or a pathetic criminal that thought anything was worth the price of freedom, the price of life. There's worse things in the world than dying, Brandt, and you did one of them to yourself when you decided to take that dust. 
 
    'And it was pointless too. The Baron hates magic almost as much as he hates Nordlings and merchants. He barely tolerates the alchemists. You might have been able to plead your case before. It didn't have to be an execution. I could've even gotten it knocked down to a hard labour contract, maybe an ear and a hand if you wanted it quick and gory but at least over soon. There was a chance for you. Now your corpse will be given over to the necromancers.' 
 
    'So will yours, just a little later than me,' Brandt shot back. 'Everyone dies sometime, and the Baron's corpse tax hates us all equally, criminal or not. Except the Moneybags and the Fancyboys, they can pay for the rights to their corpses back, or just waive their family trees around and get exemption.' 
 
    A little emotion returned to Brandt's face. 'People like us, though, we don't get to make exceptions for ourselves, not in this hellhole. And it'd be better dying with a knife in my hand than on the chopper's block. I might get made into a shamblebrass before I see my thirtieth year, but at least I'll get a proper Adelstradian death in battle like my ancestors would have wanted. 
 
    'At least my corpse won't feel it when they work me to a second death in the mines. My soul'll go to the Stone God, and he can be the one to shit on my head. No one else. No one else gets to tell me if I was worth it or not. 
 
    'What about you, Viktor? I see you, in the high. I see you down to your quick. Your methods, your means. Your lies. Do you think it'll be long before they decide to take you apart on the alchemist's table? Do you think they'll bother to take the pain receptors out of you when they do?' 
 
    'Hmph. "Pain receptors." You're smarter and more philosophical than I gave you credit for.' 
 
    'I was a physician's apprentice before I took a sample of the dust. A friend got me into it. The red kind. Just a little.' Brandt looked down at himself. '"Just a little" is what I told myself. Next I know, I'm on the street, working for Milletra for just a little fix. Just my next "little" fix and money for the medicine to stop it from eating my face with the acid. Best I could manage.' 
 
    Brandt sighed, and then finally seemed to notice Huck's head. Two fresh streams of blue goo fell from his eyes, down his face. 
 
    'He played a mean game of cards, you know. Old Huck and I came from different worlds. He's... was a born Blackclad, he inherited his horrible life. My mediocre life was stolen from me.' 
 
    Brandt's voice broke and he gestured to Huck's head. 'Call me weak all you want. Call me pathetic, call me everything that's true, but don't tell me all of this is my own fault. His life wasn't the only one this city cut short. He wasn't the only one that deserved better. He won't be the last. I wasn't... I wasn't a horrible person, once upon a time.' 
 
    '...Maybe. I might've been a good person once, too.' 
 
    'No.' Brandt shook his head. 'Maybe you weren't an awful person, executioner. But I see what you did. How you earned that hood they put on you. You were never "good".' 
 
    Viktor had no counterargument for that. 
 
    Brandt sniffed again and wiped his nose. He stared down at the blade in his hand. It shivered in tune with his fingers. He sighed, then he started backing away. 
 
    'The high's leaving you now, isn't it? You've been getting a little more lucid this whole time, but now it's really coming back.' 
 
    Brandt started to shake violently. 'Yes. And it hurts. Being awake in Adelstrad fucking hurts.' 
 
    Tears streamed down his face, and he gripped his head, choking back silent sobs. 
 
    He said nothing, but he noticed the edge of the platform out of the corner of his eye. He slowly started to back away. 
 
    Viktor sighed, knowing what Brandt was thinking. 
 
    'Don't.' Viktor reached out a hand a little, unsure of what the hell he was even supposed to do with it. 
 
    'Was there a chance? Will they just turn me into a shamblebrass, executioner? Or will they see what I did here and do something altogether worse? They won't get too uppity about five dead Blackclads, but some expensive bridges in the Temple Quarter? And done using magic? Even before this, just for the dust smuggling... they'll want me alive. They'll want me tortured. They'll want to make an example out of me. They'll want me to feel it before they turn my body into a shambles.' 
 
    He was right. The Baron would want to do all of that. Viktor was a vengeful enough man, but there were very few people he would wish the Fourth Baron's personal retribution on. 
 
    '...I can get you out. I know someone in the Thieves' Guild. We can make you disappear—' 
 
    'And go where? Like you said. No one ever leaves this city. The dust will follow me everywhere I go. This is the City of Chains. No one is free. But...' Brandt's knuckles turned white against the knife. 'But at least I can still kill you. I can at least go out gutting one of the Baron's boys, and one of the worst of 'em to boot.' 
 
    '...You do what you feel like you have to do, Brandt. I won't harp on you about your choice. Even dead men get their pick of last meal, within reason. The ledge, my axe... or the Baron. I know which one of them I wouldn't choose in your place, and it's not the ledge or my axe.' 
 
    'I know,' Brandt smiled sadly. 'And I appreciate that. You... You're alright, Viktor. Not a good bloke, but one of the good bad ones. Best one can hope for in this fucking city.' 
 
    Viktor sighed, then started wiping the blood off his axe on his own trousers. 
 
    As a point of professionalism, he didn't like to cut someone with a bloodied axe if he could help it. It was disrespectful. 
 
    'I'll make sure the cut's neat. Just one slice.' There was really nothing more to say. 
 
    He held the wiped-off axe in his hands. Clean. Still sharp. Free of red, just dark steel now. 
 
    And yet still covered and drenched in blood, at least in the poetic sense. Too much blood. This wasn't how he was hoping tonight would go. 
 
    Brandt nodded, more tears coming down his face. The blue glow was leaving his eyes, even as the shaking intensified. Viktor hated how tragic Brandt's eyes were. 
 
    He shouldn't have felt so bad for someone that had attempted to kill him not three minutes before, and yet here he was, feeling an odd sort of kinship with the damned drug fiend and his dead friends and his admittedly not bad attempt on his life. 
 
    Better than anything Milletra had been able to cough up, that was for sure. And at least Brandt was going out of his way to work some anger back onto his face. 
 
    'Thank you,' Brandt said simply, pulling some of his composure back together. He gave the curtest nod, and his face glazed over. This time with focus, instead of the high. 
 
    Then he screamed the scream of a man that had lived long enough in hell, and charged at Viktor with the seax, running with the speed of someone that knew those were the last steps they'd ever take. 
 
    Viktor brought his weapon up in both hands, just like he'd been taught, and bit down on his own scream—one of emotions he couldn't begin to describe—as the blade flew towards Brandt's neck. 
 
   



 

 Chapter Fifteen: The End 
 
    By the time End found him—signalled by the tell-tale pat-pat of the metal-bottomed boots she wore during their meetings so that he could tell her by sound and not have to risk drawing attention by foolishly searching for her in a crowd—he had long since picked the corpses clean of the dozen or so copper pieces on them, and had even been fortunate enough to find two silver pieces on Brandt's body. No doubt part of some getaway bag he'd had squirrelled away somewhere. That or his life savings. 
 
    'You know, End, buddy of mine, it's awfully convenient that these fools find me at just about the exact spot and during the exact time we were due to meet. Mayhaps if I were a less trusting man, I would begin to suspect that someone wasn't telling me something...' 
 
    Viktor sighed, with his back to her and perched on a piece of the rubble Brandt had thrown everywhere, and angled one of the silver pieces in his hand. About ten ounces worth, and rectangular, cast with edges that cropped out a little so that the piece didn't slip.  
 
    On the heads side, the carved faces of every previous Baron stared up at him, stern in their judgement. They all had a strong familial resemblance to one another, with hawkish, stony faces being as much a mark of the Barons of Adelstrad as a foul temper and a cruel intellect, even if the First Baron had been much stockier in his build and his descendants had only gotten leaner with each generation. The tails side was stamped with a stylised rain of broken axes and shields. 
 
    Yet another way the Barons gloated over the corpses of all the dead Nordlings that had tried and failed to take the city from them. 
 
    Like all Adelstradian silver pieces, it had a slim, neat cut lengthways a third down the middle of it. He'd heard once that was meant to represent the very gorge, they were now sitting in. The one that the Stone God had made with a single press of his pinkie finger, if you believed the old legends. 
 
    The one the silver flowed from like water flowed from a pitcher. 
 
    Religious significance to the Church. Viktor eyed the blood on the piece, then threw it and its twin behind him in disgust. 
 
    'You're nice with a knife, End. But don't think that means anything. This axe in full swing is not a pretty sight. As these fools found out.' He pulled the seax out and idly started picking meaningless scribbles into the rock with it. 
 
    Not a bad blade. It might fetch him some coppers later. End was silent for several moments. 
 
    'I appreciate that the timing of this seems... suspect,' she finally said in the careful whisper she always spoke in. 
 
    He didn't turn to look at her, but slid the knife off the stone with a small shriek to gesture to her with it. 'You're right, it does. And you know what else seems suspicious? Your reaction. Most people aren't quite so blasé upon walking into the scene where six men were murdered.' 
 
    'This wasn't murder, executioner. This was self-defence. I can tell by the way the cuts fell. Besides, I doubt you'd just arbitrarily decide to wake up one day and decide to kill a half dozen of who I recognise as Milletra's boys.' 
 
     'Doesn't feel like self-defence. Doesn't smell like it. It just feels like people killing one another over pride and money. So nothing new in this city. Where the fuck have you been, you wench?' 
 
    There was a moment of silence. End was probably either considering her response carefully for fear of tasting his axe or doing that thing where she didn't let her anger show on what little of her face was visible in favour of balling her hands for a few moments and cooling her temper. 
 
    'I became concerned when you did not arrive during our last meeting. We normally schedule well enough in advance that there is time for any last-minute concerns to be put to rest. I thought it might be better to be cautious when I found a letter from you in the usual drop spot, bereft of much detail and expressing the urgent need that we have another. 
 
    'I'm sure you can understand how I found that suspicious too. It could theoretically be anyone under that mask, after all. At least it might appear that way until I got within shanking distance.' 
 
    'Yeah, yeah. The old "kill the guy sending the letters and then impersonate him so you can gut whoever he's writing to" trick. This is Adelstrad, if you fell for that old jape, I'd be disappointed to associate with you. I have a meeting with Mickey in less than a week, so I can get confirmation on a few things with her soon. 
 
    'Cuff arranged for me. But here's another thing. You spend a lot of time in the Seven Cats with your boss. Did a portion of your paranoia stem from something she said? Has she been acting strangely?' 
 
    End was silent for several moments. 'Mickey has been on edge lately. A large amount of watchmen were seen arresting Milletra a few days ago. The rumour goes she was taken to the Upper Keep. People have been holding their breaths a little, worried Captain Lauter might have finally lost his temper and decided on a roundup.' 
 
    'What, a military-style hanging squad?' 
 
    'That is the concern in the underground. The Dark Council has ever been cautious that a man like Nikolas Lauter, while seeming to be a soft touch, is dangerous when he does eventually lose his temper.' 
 
    Viktor said nothing. 
 
    'You and he have that in common, I see. These are neat cuts. I can't begin to imagine what happened to the bridge.' 
 
    Viktor again said nothing. He was in a foul mood. He wanted her to work for it. 
 
    '...Can you provide any detail on what happened to Milletra? Is there a risk of a purge?' she asked eventually, with a tone that was even to the point that it keyed him off that she was beginning to become irritated. 
 
    'Your job is to inform me, End. Not the other way around.' 
 
    'Perhaps. And yet I might decide to change careers if the working conditions become unpalatable to me, as it were.' 
 
    'Ouch, she's handing ultimatums out. My arse is pretty if this little thing goes south, End. But the Council will have you strung up by your guts if I tip them off you've been cheeking. As will Mickey. And Lauter if I say a mean word about you to him.' 
 
    '...Perhaps.' 
 
    As usual, End was giving nothing away for free. 
 
    'Price for a price. You want to know about Milletra. I want to know about the blue pixiedust she was caught with, amongst a great many other things. I know you know about that, at least.' 
 
    'Everyone does. It's all that's been talked about in the Lowers. I might have heard a few rumours about where it came from.' 
 
    'Are they credible?' 
 
    'Relatively, albeit a little self-contradictory.' 
 
    'Lovely. Elaborate.' 
 
    'You first. Is Milletra going to be executed?' 
 
    '...If I tell you, and you make a break for it—' 
 
    'Yes, yes. Big scary executioner man cuts my head off and fucks it. I infer.' 
 
    Viktor chuckled humourlessly, then stood and put a leg up on the rock, sliding the seax neatly into his boot and lifting his head to glare at her. 
 
    End was as she always was, disguised in the long white robes of a Stone Sister and covered in a hood that showed nothing save for the faintest possible detail of her mouth. Pale skin. Almost porcelain. And an expression that gave away nothing. 
 
    He'd caught a tiny glimpse of her hair once, he thought it might've been dark. Or maybe brown. He wasn't sure. 
 
    He stomped over and wiped the silver pieces off, then shoved them into his tunic pocket. 'Milletra is dead. Killed by a curseling.' 
 
    End's mouth began to drop a little, then firmed again in a manner that was itself telling. She hadn't expected that. She was genuinely surprised. 
 
    Here he was half expecting her to be the witch. 
 
    'How is that possible?' 
 
    'Fuck if I know. Investigations are still being conducted.' 
 
    'By you?' 
 
    'Not yet. It's still up in the air, at least a little. And I was told to shut the fuck up about it. Now where'd the dust come from? You said you heard different stories.' 
 
    'Yes. None of them sound good.' 
 
    'Of course not.' 
 
    'The most prominent one says that some noblewoman had spent a few hours with Milletra before she got her hands on the dust. Two or three meetings, depending on who you ask.' 
 
    'Uh huh. I could have told you some toff was involved just by the value of the stuff. Milletra could never afford that much dust on her own. Did this alleged woman have a description?' 
 
    'Only that she took great pains to not be seen in the Rat's Ass. Covered her face at all times and wore heavy robes.' 
 
    'Yeah, that's it, just go ahead and describe yourself for me. Now, if only I could hear more about your tits, I could finally have enough detail to finish that lovely little nude portrait I've been working on.' 
 
    'Ass.' End bit down on her own teeth and failed to hide the heat coming to the tiny shards of skin her hood didn't cover. 'I have a friend—' 
 
    'Oh for fuck's sake.' 
 
    'A credible friend that swears up and down that he saw a shock of white hair under her hood.' 
 
    White? 
 
    'What, like old?' 
 
    'No, she sounded like a young woman. Or younger, at least. And she moved too well for someone that was only grey with age. Carried herself like a swordsman, or something to that effect. If it's money you say you're looking for—' 
 
    'Hulkreug DeWinter.' 
 
    'Yes. Or his daughter, Olga. How many people in this city have a genetic propensity to always have pure white hair?' 
 
    Not quite Hulkreug, but probably just about the only person he'd trust with such a thing, even if working with an intermediary would be smarter. Olga DeWinter was a knight of some renown. 
 
    One that had nominally fucked off to Velmont to find a lord to serve years ago and was on legendarily unpleasant terms with her father. What in the hell was she doing back if not something that didn't bode well?  
 
    Typical. He was right. Damn his own brain for always brilliantly coming to the worst possible option and then being right. Damn his brain. 
 
    'And she paid Milletra?' 
 
    'So the rumour goes.' 
 
    'In what? A literal pile of gold she just carried into the Rat's Ass?' 
 
    'No one knows. My friend suspects it was either in money due after the job or in something much more valuable. The meetings were all conducted in Milletra's private office. My friend only barely got a sight of the white hair. No one he knows actually heard what went on.' 
 
    'But you're sure he saw it?' 
 
    'Positive. Smuggler though he may be, he's never lied to me before. And I told him it was important beyond important.' 
 
    Viktor sighed and started to pace, then decided he was too tired for it and fell back onto the rubble. 
 
    Why send your own daughter in? Sure, Olga DeWinter could handle herself perfectly well, and she'd hardly be the only person to rock up in the Rat's Ass wearing a hood, but that family of pseudo-albinos was so distinctive, Viktor couldn't figure out why Hulkreug would allow a loose end like that. 
 
    Send a butler or a shamblebrass or something. Not your own daughter that hates your weaselly black guts out. 
 
    The more he learnt about this, the more he disliked the story. And the more he wished the city hadn't put a tracking spell on him at the same time as his hood. It would've made cutting and running feasible. 
 
    'Hulkreug's planning a war.' 
 
    'How certain are you? That's a bold claim, Viktor.' End tilted her head at him. 
 
    'The fight between the merchants and the nobles has been brewing for a half century, End. It had to happen sometime. The Watch might've assumed the pixiedust was coming in as a drug at first, but I'm fresh from a demonstration as to just why it came in as refined as it did.' 
 
    Viktor gestured at the destruction around himself. 
 
    'This isn't a drug, it's materials for a fucking bomb. Or something to turn dumb, angry kids into metaphorical bombs that float around and shit lightning everywhere. Neither is good.' 
 
    End sighed, and pinched the bridge of her nose in a rare display of emotion she didn't at least try to hide. 
 
    'Can you have Hulkreug arrested?' 
 
    'I have fuck all evidence beyond him having the capacity to fund such a thing, a vague motive that won't stand up even for a moment considering the fact that everyone wants the Baron dead by now and the word of an executioner claiming his thief friend has a smuggler friend who says he saw somebody with white hair entering into the office of his boss but didn't actually hear anything or see anything beyond that.' 
 
    '...Fuck,' End surmised. 
 
    'Yup. And now that Hulkreug has had days of time to either cover his tracks of move his timetable up, my chances are even worse. He might even decide to just go "fuck it" and do whatever he was planning to do early. I doubt that old cunt would be stupid enough to just have evidence lying around his house, even if breaking the doors down and turning it upside down wouldn't cause a shitstorm in and of itself. 
 
    'DeWinter has friends in high places, and even if he wasn't planning something, an incident like that could be the thing that sparked something off between the Fancyboys and the Moneybags.' 
 
    'So you need evidence.' 
 
    'And a fucking drink. This city is going to go to hell very soon, End.' 
 
    'I know.' 
 
    Viktor pulled the pouch with the gold out of his pocket and idly lopped it at her. She pulled it out, then her lips quirked with a little shock. The expression was gone in an instant, though she did still bite down onto the cube to test it wasn't fool's gold. 
 
    'Your boss isn't joking around.' 
 
    'No, he isn't. You need to intensify your information gathering in the Lowers. Milletra might not be a problem anymore but there's no guarantee she was acting alone, and there's no guarantee Mickey is going to continue to be trustworthy. No one is trustworthy, and nothing is certain.' 
 
    'Ever the pessimist, I see.' 
 
    'No, just a realist. This was a win, End. The pixiedust is all secure in the Upper Keep. But it's going to take a lot of work to stop that win from turning into a catastrophe. Too many people in this city want one another dead.' 
 
    'I understand. I'll do as you ask.' 
 
    Viktor scrutinised her for a long moment. A very long moment. 
 
    End's lower face gave nothing away, and the scant few fleeting emotions he'd provoked off of her had been excessive compared to how stoic she normally was. She was about as happy about these developments as he was. 
 
    But, despite grilling her over the timing, he had believed Brandt when the little shit had said he could see things. Things he wasn't meant to. And his insistence that the city would go up in flames soon only made Viktor more concerned. 
 
    Dying men had a strange honesty to them. And so did End, even in her roundabout way. He didn't quite trust her, and it was obvious to him she'd been running an angle even from the beginning of their little working relationship, but he knew that she'd never stiffed him before, even when it might have advantaged her to do so. 
 
    End was an old-fashioned kind of criminal. The kind that didn't follow any rules except her own and kept to those same rules almost religiously. She might've called herself a gentlewoman thief if she were in the habit of speaking beyond the bare necessity. 
 
    Mickey, on the other hand, was a wild card sometimes. Not poorly intentioned but prone to impulsiveness. 
 
     End always did what she said she would do. And that was perhaps the most important quality he could find in a person. 
 
    Especially now that he had a war to stop. 
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