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    Chapter One: The Short Drop 
 
    The barrel came out from under the feet of the last condemned man after a firm kick, and gravity did the rest of Viktor's job for him. 
 
    Just like the three before him, the condemned man dropped a few centimetres before there was a sick moment where his momentum ceased. His eyes went as wide as dinner plates and he started gargling and choking as the noose around his neck became the only thing holding him in place. 
 
    His struggles—vain and instinctual as they were—succeeded only in making him sway a little from side to side. He kicked his legs around furiously, trying to find something, anything, to put his weight onto. 
 
    Viktor didn't blame the man when tears started falling from his eyes ten or so seconds in. One of the others had been crying all the way to the gallows and another had kept vomiting. For his part, there was nothing he could really do but stand in place with his hands clasped in front of him and his head lowered a little. 
 
    To the crowd milling around the temporary hanging gallows in Blue Street in the Middle, it might have seemed that he was making the gesture out of respect, something which was a requirement of his job. 
 
    The truth was related more to the fact that he could neither look the ex-watchman in the face, nor could he trust himself to not do something stupid with his hands if he didn't keep them in one spot. 
 
    More than anything else, he wanted to keep his eyes away from the horse-drawn cart that had been propped up next to the platform. It was filled with the dead bodies of all the previous men hanged that day. Three in total, if you didn't count the one busy dying right now. 
 
    The man sobbed and gurgled, rubbing his skin raw around the noose and the smaller length of rope Viktor had bound his hands with. 
 
    It was strange, in a way. How objects could kill. You wouldn't think that a rope would be capable of hurting someone, not if you just found a bit of it lying around somewhere. Twine was, logically, no murderer. 
 
    If you heard the word "killer", maybe you imagined someone with a knife or a bludgeoning weapon. Or maybe you imagined a person's head being held underwater by a pair of meaty hands until they drowned. Maybe you thought of poison clandestinely slipped into a drink. 
 
    The disgusting reality was that as long as humans had existed, they had been dreaming up configurations to use to end one another. Everything was a weapon. The instrument of murder in this case was just a tragic combination of a thick piece of string and the tendency of objects to fall downward. 
 
    The rope binding his hands was a secondary weapon. It was used purely to make the man's passing slightly more dignified and reduce the amount of struggling he could put up. The scene would be more brutal with him hopelessly clawing at his own neck, trying to remove the cord tying him to the wooden beam above. 
 
    Realistically, given the thickness of the rope and the amount of time you didn't have to get it off your neck, very few people could claw a noose off their throats before they asphyxiated. 
 
    Viktor supposed that keeping the man's hands tied also restricted his ability to hurt him in his mad thrashing—intentionally or not. People's bodies went into lunacy when they were in the process of dying, and hysterical strength wasn't a joke. Women could lift weighted and loaded carts off the ground for a few seconds and men could tear limbs off. Still, it felt unfair to think that in all of this, the wrist bindings were for his own sake. Selfish. 
 
    Viktor had tried to press Nikolas to let him perform a beheading. He was good and accurate with his axe. Even if he somehow botched it, the pain from that was better than this. 
 
    He'd been denied. 
 
    Then he'd pressed for the long drop. It was a much cleaner death; the actual kill was achieved by a snapped neck rather than strangulation. He’d been denied again. 
 
    Even Nikolas had orders he couldn't go against if he didn't want to be the next man hanging from something. 
 
    The Baron had wanted the short drop, so death via strangulation it was. 
 
    The final man had been resistant to the end. But everyone died, and after a minute or so of suspension from the gallows, he finally lacked the air to stay awake. A stray bit of spittle ran down the man's lips and he let out a final, desperate gasp as his body finally went limp. 
 
    From there it would be anywhere from two to six minutes of unconsciousness before death took him irreversibly. 
 
    Death would soon become a mercy anyway. After a certain point, a finished strangulation was less heartless than a half-done choke. Brain damage from deprivation of air was a terrible thing. Stopping now would be cruelty.  
 
    Viktor felt like the Stone God hadn't taken kindly to him having that last thought, as almost immediately a rotten tomato impacted him in the chest. 
 
    He stumbled back, more from surprise than anything else. He hadn't been looking at the crowd—poor form to do so rather than conspicuously focusing on your work—but he could guess what was going to happen next and ducked just in time to avoid the stray rock that had been flung at his head. 
 
    'Murderer!' A boy shouted. He was not much younger than Heun and was dressed in a fine green jerkin with gold embroidery down the shoulders. He had a mop of wild brown hair tucked under his equally expensive-looking feathered cap, though right now Viktor was more concerned with the ornate dagger he was pulling out of a pocket at his side. 
 
    'Murderer!' The boy shouted the accusation again. Viktor felt it reverberate on the inside of his skull like someone had rung a bell in his head. 'He's killed my uncle!' 
 
    The crowd—Viktor felt like he was realising they were there for the first time—shouted and murmured in agreement. They were almost all Middlemen, a mix of Skillets and Moneybags, and they were angry. 
 
    Another rock flew past his head, then another. The last one hit his arm as he held it in front of his face protectively. Two more impacted his legs and he took a few steps back without thinking. 
 
    That proved to be a mistake, as the show of hesitance only encouraged the crowd's instinct to kill. Humans were more rabid than dogs and less intelligent than monkeys when the mob mentality set in. 
 
    One moment they were an unhappy conglomeration of bereaved and angry family members mixed in with some bystanders who had been drawn out of the shops by the commotion and the spectacle. The next, a shout went up and almost fifty people decided to fall into a riot. 
 
    Then it all went to shit. 
 
    When he'd began to set up that morning, Blue Street had been a rather nice little market corner of the city. 
 
    In contrast to the dirty buildings in the Lowers that had often been constructed with or hastily repaired using cheap, dark wood, the buildings here were built of polished white stone and the roads were cleanly and neatly cobbled. 
 
    Instead of boarded up windows and clotheslines hung with threadbare brown and black clothes in various states of damage, people here left their flowered windowsills open to let the air in, and colourful banners hung from the streetlamps. 
 
    Smithies. Bakeries. Tailors. Bookshops. Alchemist's stores. You could even find the occasional coffeehouse, and the Middlemen were extremely proud of the various public libraries the craftsmen guilds funded. 
 
    Spice shops. Restaurants. A post office. A shop selling gear for the rare explorers that were stupid enough to brave the forests down the mountain, looking for caves to delve and rare alchemical ingredients to harvest. 
 
    This might've been the most normal part of the city, away from the serpentine intrigue of the Uppers and the crippling poverty and desperate violence of the Lowers. 
 
    That was the illusion, anyway. One that was shattered the moment the first glass vodka bottle with a flaming bit of string tied to its cork stopper smashed into one of the wooden beams holding the hanging gallows up, spraying liquid and sharp bits of debris everywhere. 
 
    The flaming string reacted with the alcohol almost immediately. A fire broke out, eating at the wood and charring one of the banners that had been hung from either side of the gallows platform. 
 
    People shouted abuse at him and one another, and more than a few small fistfights broke out in the confusion. A handful of brave or foolish sods tried to get the riot under control, either out of a desire to avoid bloodshed or out of fear their stalls and shops would get looted if things got too far out of hand. 
 
    Too late for that. They were predictably either knocked aside, unwillingly absorbed into the mass of furious people, or—in the case of a few unlucky people—simply treated as part of the street. 
 
    A woman—really more of a girl—that had been selling baked goods out of a basket screamed as she was knocked off her feet by the mob, scattering bread everywhere. 
 
    The rioters paid her no heed. Viktor stared in what he mutely recognised was passive disgust at both himself and the world at large as the rioters trampled over the girl and several other people that had fallen over in their haste to get either at him or away from the brawl. 
 
    Another bottle made impact, this time hitting the wooden floor a few metres in front of him and setting it ablaze. More rocks were thrown. 
 
    Nikolas might have left some of the watchmen loitering around in case this sort of thing happened, but this part of the Middle was one of the sectors the Merchant Guard was responsible for policing. 
 
    No on-duty watchmen were normally allowed on this street; an exception had to be made to even get Rosh and Maxwell allowed to help Viktor put the gallows together. 
 
    They'd mostly spent the time nailing planks together and setting the beams up exactly as he'd specified, but apparently orders had come from on high that they also make the square 'presentable'. 
 
    Hence why the platform was ringed by a dozen smaller wooden poles, from each of which hung the fluttering banner of the Fourth Baron. Both men had seemed uncomfortable in their armour as they'd hung the three gold crows on the red field around the street. 
 
    Then they'd had to fuck off. He envied them. Maxwell had been paling the entire time he'd been painfully handing Viktor planks, simply from the knowledge of what they'd be used for. 
 
    Lucky him that he wasn't the one that had to stay and actually perform the execution. 
 
    Idly, it dawned on Viktor that he was probably foolish for sticking around and watching the Middlemen turn their own street into a warzone in their anger. But somehow, it was both so pathetic and so understandably tragic that he couldn't look away, nor could he find it in himself to pick his axes up from where they were leaned against one of the flaming beams and fuck off. 
 
    The crowd went through a few more motions of uncertainty, cycling between that and rage, riling themselves up and feeding off one another's frenzy. 
 
    It was fascinating. He had been able to pinpoint almost the exact moment they had gone from screaming abuse to all deciding to throw things at him, and then the exact point that attacking from a distance ceased to be emotionally cathartic enough for them and they started to approach the platform. 
 
    A third flaming bottle was flung at him. This one came from far enough away that he had time to almost lazily watch it careen towards him before moving out of the way by a quarter of a metre. 
 
    The bottle flew past him and shattered. Viktor realised too late that the angle had been the most unfortunate one it could have been. 
 
    The smell of raw pork being burnt struck his nostrils almost immediately, and the widening eyes of the crowd said all they had to. 
 
    Very slowly, several men in the crowd turned to a smaller figure: the well-dressed boy from earlier. Hand still outstretched from the motion of the thrown bottle, eyes wide and face pale with dawning horror. 
 
    Viktor felt a lump form in his throat. The smell got worse and a little bit more smoke made its way into his peripheral vision. Slowly—so slowly he felt he could hear his own bones creak—Viktor turned halfway on his heels and craned his neck to his left. 
 
    The ex-watchman was shaking, evidently still alive enough that his unconscious mind could recognise he was on fire from the waist up. It automatically responded with the last bit of panic his body could muster. Or maybe those were just the death throes, his muscles kicking out violently as the fire caused them to spasm and cook, to expand and retract even without a living brain to provide impetus. 
 
    He didn't scream; there was no air for that.  
 
    The shaking was minute, but the shivering was there as the flames licked at the wet patches of booze. The old, patchy material of his tunic and trousers quickly became makeshift kindling. His flesh turned red and sizzled as fire took it. The flames even spread to the ropes around his wrists. 
 
    The alcohol must have been very high proof, because the fire slowly spread over the entirety of the condemned man's upper torso. It burned so hot and so violently that the hair soon burnt and flaked off his head. The lower parts of his face started to char and blacken. 
 
    Oh. Shit... 
 
    Slowly, even more so than before, Viktor turned back towards the crowd of Middlemen. 
 
    They all seethed at him, a sea of emotional faces. Some red with anger, some stained with tears, some screaming, some crying. The ones that had come out from shops clutched tools tightly in their hands. A butcher's knife, a blacksmith's hammer, one man even clutched a letter opener between blood-pale fingers.  
 
    And now Viktor could plainly see they didn't just want violence, they wanted blood. 
 
    Of course, the stupid boy throwing the flaming cocktail wasn't to blame. That would make too much sense. That would be too easy. Naturally, it was Viktor's fault for being nearby when something went wrong. 
 
    Before, it had been a haphazard jog while a few walked and stragglers milled about uncertainly. Before, a few people had sensed what was about to happen and had left. Now there was no uncertainty and there was no hesitance. 
 
    A final blood-curdling shout went up, and the crowd stormed towards him.. 
 
    A cart that had been carrying panes of glass was overturned; the resulting shatter had several people screaming when the shards pulled into their hands. Others fell to the ground screaming as glass shards embedded in their faces. 
 
    More bottles of flaming vodka were thrown. Viktor idly noted that a liquor store further down the alley had been smashed open and looted so that the Middlemen could get access to the flammable booze within. He hadn't seen it initially, being too focused on his work, but no doubt whoever had done that had been the first fool to throw a bottle. 
 
    Some idiot threw a bottle that went astray. It careened through the window of a cobbler's shop, no doubt setting something inside on fire. A moment later, flames spewed out along with a half dozen panicked patrons. 
 
    A wagon carrying straw was set on fire and tipped over, scorching three men and a woman as the crowd surged around it. 
 
    'I'll kill you!' the boy from before shouted as he neared the platform with his knife. He scrambled up the side, using the small blade to scratch some purchase for himself. 
 
    Viktor sighed to himself, finally finding the irritation to pick his nicer axe up from where it rested. He held the weapon in both hands for a few moments, angling it so that he could see his own reflection in the blade. 
 
    It was amazing the way the hood shadowed his eyes. You really couldn't see anything of him when he was wearing it. He was just a dark mass of grey and black mixed with the brown of his eyes. Even then, almost no one ever came close enough to see  
 
    It was often said the eyes were the window to the soul. He idly wondered if that had been half of the point of stuffing the hoods over the executioners—to make them seem soulless.  
 
    'Is today your death day, boy?' He pointed the axe at the whelp with one hand, stopping the boy a few metres away with the gesture. 
 
    The boy froze, holding his own dagger so tightly in his hand that his fingers turned white. He breathed heavily, eyes wide with shock and maybe some measure of mad distress. 
 
    'That's a nice knife you've got there. Do you know how to use it properly?' 
 
    'What?' the boy breathed, confused. 
 
    Viktor took some deliberately looming steps towards the boy. His feet fell onto the wood with such force that the loud thuds against the platform floor echoed out through the entire square. 
 
    The crowd slowed a little, uncertain if they were now about to watch the boy lose his head. 
 
    'The knife.' Viktor gestured at him with his free hand. 'It. Is. Nice. Do you know how to use it?' 
 
    'O-Of course!' the boy sputtered. 
 
    'You sound unsure. How many?' 
 
    'What?' 
 
    'How many?' 
 
    'How many what?' the boy snapped, caught off guard by the conversation. 
 
    'How many people have you killed with that knife? Is it blooded, or do you just carry it around because it looks nice?' 
 
    'I know how to use it!' This time there was more heat in his voice. 
 
    'Okay. I see that you conveniently don't answer with a number. No doubt you'd give it to me if you had one. Young noble kids are always eager to give off numbers on things.' 
 
    'I know how to use the fucking knife!' the boy spat, settling back into anger. 
 
    'And what do you think will happen if you do? I'm the Baron's official executioner. And you're interrupting me whilst I'm trying to perform my duties.' 
 
    'That's my uncle Tol hanging from there!' 
 
    'Irrelevant. This man was tried by the Adelstradian Provincial Court, found guilty of accepting a bribe, issuing false statements, dereliction of duty, drug trafficking, smuggling, espionage, conspiracy to commit treason, conspiracy to arson, being in possession of proscribed alchemical materials, and treason. He was found guilty on at least one count of each of these offences and in more than one case half a dozen.  
 
    'The bribery, issuing of false statements, dereliction of duty and conspiracy to commit treason went back years.' 
 
    'It's a lie!' the boy countered, even as his voice hitched and he stared at his hands. 'Tol would never do anything like that. The Red Court just wants a blood sport!' 
 
    They'd all heard the charge sheet before and the trial had been the talk of the Middle for weeks, but more than a few thought the charges were either completely false or exaggerated. 
 
    It wouldn't be the first time someone had good cause to think the Baron had done so. Even so, the crowd was now murmuring suspicions. More than a few stray townsfolk lost their nerve and began to flock away, eager to not be anywhere near the scene of the mayhem when the Merchant Guard showed up. 
 
    If they showed up. Despite this being their street, Viktor hadn't lost notice of the fact that the Guard was conspicuously absent. They normally loved to parade up and down any of their toll sectors. 
 
    Hulkreug DeWinter wanted it made clear that these sectors were the territory of the Guild of Merchants and that no disruption to business would be tolerated. 
 
    Convenient that they were all suddenly off drinking the moment the Baron ordered an execution on this street. Viktor couldn't decide if he thought DeWinter was trying to save face by not allowing his own guardsmen to helplessly sit and watch an execution.  
 
    Maybe Hulkreug thought distancing himself from his little pixiedust plot was the best move right now, seeing as the evidence linking him to it was still tenuous at best. 
 
    Maybe he wanted a riot to break out whilst keeping plausible deniability. 
 
    Viktor had too little to work with. Nothing was impossible. Everything was suspect. 
 
    Viktor's hand tightened around his good axe. 
 
    He hadn't thought he'd need it seeing this was only supposed to be a hanging. No decapitations. He had hoped he wouldn't need the fucking thing. 
 
    He honestly hadn't expected a riot today. He knew the Middlemen wouldn't be happy, but he genuinely didn't think the situation would devolve into insanity so suddenly. 
 
    And only during the very last hanging. Odd, that. The boy had been far from the first person to try to rile the crowd up into a frenzy that morning. Viktor wondered what it was that made the assembled townsmen so eager to turn to violence at the last. 
 
    And then there was the fact that, while breaking into a liquor store might seem like an impromptu thing to do, making a beeline specifically for the vodka and quickly distributing those bottles around the crowd required at least some amount of intent beforehand. 
 
    Someone had also evidently pre-prepared the pitch-covered cords stuck into the corks... This didn't smell like a riot that had come from nowhere. 
 
    The boy found a speck of courage again and stomped towards Viktor, only to back away again and shrink in on himself when Viktor brandished the axe at him a little. 
 
    'Laws of Three, boy. I can't kill you if you interrupt me, but I can maim. I'll take that knife off you at the wrist. And then I can take two more swings at you before I'm done. I won't need more than the first,' Viktor said darkly. 
 
    'Bullshit.' The boy stuck his chin out proudly, and Viktor had to admit that impressed him a little. 'If you do that, I'll just bleed out in a minute or two anyway. You'll still hang for it.' 
 
    'Bold of you to assume I won’t cauterise the stump while you're unconscious just to save my own skin. I've got plenty of fire to throw your puny frame into.' Viktor dramatically gestured around himself at the slowly burning platform, then lashed his index finger out at the crowd. 
 
    A gasp went up at the motion, and four people fell over in fright. Such was the fear Viktor the Executioner inspired; such was the fear of how high his body count got when he was in one of his moods. 
 
    That much was known. That much had always been known. And yet, that much had been made even more plain when he had butchered five men and an exploding witch. 
 
    'And that goes for the rest of you!' He let his foul mood carry his own shout across the street, loud like the roar of some angry beast, scattering more townsmen in every direction. 
 
    'I can take three swings for each of you before I even get creative! I can't kill, but so help me motherfucking Stone God, I'm prepared to start throwing peasants into fires en masse if it keeps you mutinous fucks in line! Your rightful lord has ordered this man dead, and he has been rendered so! Will you fight me over his corpse?!' 
 
    To prove his point further, Viktor tore the other platform-mounted banner off—only just now starting to charr from the stray burn liquid that had splashed against it—and wrapped it around the corpse. 
 
    The fire only got higher with the extra kindling. The boy's eyes went wide, and silent tears streamed down his cheeks. He shook violently and his hand went limp, letting the knife slide out and clatter onto the floor of the platform. 
 
    A fresh set of screams came from the crowd—this time ones of fear—and they scattered like stray grains of sand. Leaving the grieving boy to stand by himself on the platform, silently sobbing. 
 
    Somehow, that no one had bothered to try and take the boy with them was the part that infuriated Viktor the most. He felt his breath come in ragged heaves. He thought for a moment that he might have heard someone howling in wordless anger. 
 
    Then he realised that the screaming was his own. Between the hanging and having to defuse a riot by making a teenager cry, he finally lost his grip on his patience. 
 
    He turned on his heel, axe held in one hand, fingers close to the blade. 
 
    It was a clumsy way to hold the blade, unwieldy and undexterous. He knew not to hold it like that, but he didn't care about form right now. 
 
    The hanged man's head came off in a spray of blood that was significantly sparser than it would have been if he'd still had a heartbeat to keep ineffectually pumping blood around his veins. 
 
    The body collapsed onto the platform, followed closely by the head. It rolled over the slowly growing puddle forming from the stump of the neck and landed neatly at Viktor's feet, face up. 
 
    The resemblance was uncanny. A sharp nose, green eyes with a bit of hazel in them, and the few remaining patches of unburnt hair were the same shade of scraggly brown...  
 
    Dead. Judging. This man's name had been Tol and he'd had a family. 
 
    The Baron had made him hang Tol. Hulkreug had made him hang Tol. The stupid little war between the two of them had forced Nikolas to call Rosh and Maxwell back. Viktor had been made to handle the riot himself. 
 
    He came out of his contemplation a few minutes later when the fire got out of hand to the point that he couldn't ignore it anymore. He had seen the boy flee out of the corner of his eye but not paid it much attention. 
 
    But now the fire was rising, and he had to get off this fucking platform. If he stayed around much longer, he'd get an in-depth demonstration of how Flora had felt when he'd burnt her. 
 
    Somehow this had all started with that, at least a little. And now the cycle repeated. He would probably wind up killing at least one or two people from Tol's family when they decided that what they got wasn't good enough. 
 
    Viktor scooped both of his axes up, slid the boy's gilded knife down his boot, and walked away from the groaning platform. The fire finally properly caught and the platform burnt down behind him, collapsing in on itself and, if the sound of the crash was anything to go by, careening into the cart of hanged men. 
 
    Viktor walked on shattered glass down a ruined street decorated with stray puddles of blood, leaving behind a flaming pile of rubble and burning corpses. In the distance he heard the steady stomping of the merchant guardsmen's metal boots as they rushed in. They themselves were an army of yet more corpses that mindlessly followed the shouted orders of men who fought for gold. 
 
    'There's a bloody fire! Fetch water!' one of the officers with the sneering silver masks shouted as he turned the street corner. He was followed closely by an unnaturally symmetrical column of eight shamblebrasses, marching with one another in lockstep that was so perfect it sounded like the thuds of a single person. Not a single corpse was even a single centimetre out of formation. 
 
    'What the hell's happened here? How'd the fire start?' another officer demanded, slowing to a halt and breathing heavily from the sprint. 
 
    Viktor ignored him, offering only an angry, bored shrug in reply. He decided his mouth was tired and the sergeant wasn't worth his words. He shouldered past the man with a half-hearted shove when the sergeant made to pull out a scimitar. 
 
    'Deal with the fire yourself, mate. I'm finished for today,' he sighed. 
 
    It made no difference anyway. There wasn't enough water in the world to put this fire out. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two: The Coffeehouse 
 
    'Heard there was some nastiness down by Blue Street. Things go pear shaped?' Randy gave him a look from across the table, halfway curious and halfway not eager to know. 
 
    'Botched. Completely fucking botched. The execution got done, but everything that happened afterwards was a shitshow, and I can't decide if it's my fault for handling it like an emotional idiot, or the universe's fault for putting me in that situation in the first place.' 
 
    Viktor sighed, rubbing his hands over his hood to try to massage some of the irritation out. 
 
    When that didn't work, he pulled the jug of ice water off the table and dumped it over his head, uncaring for the looks he got from the other customers or the fact that he immediately started to feel the chill. 
 
    The thaw was coming, but it was going to come slowly. Viktor still felt the cold work its way up his spine. He took a deep breath and crossed one leg over the opposite knee, pushing his seat backwards to give himself some leg room. He cursed when he almost knocked his axes off the table. 
 
    'Vik, seriously, you all right?' Randy asked through the coffee mug inches away from his face. 
 
    'Look, I don't know. I was supposed to be in the Upper Keep hours ago. I need to update the fucking Book of Three, but I don't think I can even fucking think about work right now.' 
 
    'Book of Three?' Randy asked. 
 
    Viktor reached for the overly fancy glass of cool spring water the waitress had given him with a lemon slice stuck on the side even though he'd specifically asked her not to include the fucking lemon. He lifted the lower part of his hood up the tiniest bit and let the water slide down his throat. 
 
    It was so cold, but he was so goddamned hot. It was like being back in the fucking desert. Dry, incomprehensible heat everywhere you went, even at night. There wasn't any getting away from it, ever. 
 
    He pulled the hood back down as he chewed angrily on the ice cubes, then silently flicked his fingers at the waitress. He was one of those people that couldn't snap them, so he just smacked them together near-silently. 
 
    He might've whistled but he was also one of those people that couldn't do that either. The waitress caught his attention and immediately had to wipe a mean look off her face. No doubt she wasn't used to serving Blackclads. He might've been the only one in the city that was even allowed into the Middle. 
 
    Randy flashed her an apologetic look and gestured at the empty pitcher of water. She didn't move until he flashed his merchant's pass—a gaudy red and white thing that travelling traders got to allow them access to the Middle so they could do business. 
 
    She huffed and took the pitcher away, carefully stepping over the puddle Viktor had made when he splashed the jug over himself. 
 
    'I'm planning on dousing myself at least a few more times,' he called at her grumpily. 'Maybe just bring back two or three.' 
 
    A youngish man with glasses and a tweed jacket must have taken exception to his tone because he stood and opened his mouth as if to say something. Viktor pulled the seax out of his boot and drove it into the wood of the nice round table threateningly. 
 
    The man gulped and decided that survival was the better part of valour, sitting back down and averting his gaze. 
 
    Fucking coffee people. They were somehow both better and worse than the tavern drunks in the Lowers. On the one hand, they were less likely to sock you unconscious and try to pawn you off to the nearest alley surgeon for your organs. On the other, the clientele consisted largely of nouveau riche prats and guild university students that thought they already knew everything. 
 
    The fuck was even the point of a building that served coffee and puny bagel meals and nothing else? At least in the boarding houses he could get some tea and an actual fucking breakfast. Coffee wasn't even good. It was just mud water that you drank when sugar-root or black gandy wasn't on fucking hand. 
 
    'All right, so it really didn't go well,' Randy surmised dryly. 
 
    'Depending on how much fire you deem as constituting "a fire", there was at least one fire and at most several. But to answer your previous question, the Book of Three is kind of like a big, detailed logbook. It's kept in the Upper Keep under armed guard. I'm supposed to write down the exact details of who was killed, for what crimes, how the execution went. La dee da.' 
 
    'Don't the Baron's men keep track?' 
 
    'They do have their own separate records, but the Book of Three is largely ceremonial. Sort of like an ongoing guidebook for the next executioner after me. It goes back centuries at this point. From fifty-six AC all to way to current two-fifty-eight AC. Filling the fucking thing out is never pleasant.' 
 
    'Hence why I turned a street corner on the way to close my last sell of cargo and found you in a shouting match with that Guard sergeant,' Randy sighed. 'You looked like you were about to kill someone.' 
 
    'I was. Those fools should have taken the hint and let me past them. The one trailed me for four goddamn blocks, asking stupid questions before I actually started to lose my patience with him.' 
 
    'Here's your water.' The waitress placed two heavy jugs down. 'Will there be anything else, milords?' 
 
    Her tone made it clear that she included Viktor in the honorific on suffrage. 
 
    'Yeah, you could tell everyone in your district to stop behaving like a tribe of fucking cannibalistic humanoid underground dwellers.' 
 
    Randy winced at Viktor's harsh tone. Viktor himself might have felt bad for the girl if it were any other day. As it was, he didn't have time for the normal mean looks he got by virtue of being a Blackclad. 
 
    Clearly the people in the Middle had become too comfortable in their boots, he mused. He glared the waitress into a silent puddle on the floor, doing his best to get her to merge with the existing pool of water. He said nothing, but he let his shadowed eyes follow her as she squirmed and became all too aware of his axes on the table. 
 
    If Hulkreug and Milletra were so easily finding sympathisers here, it was a problem. The boors in the Lowers knew to be afraid of him all the time, but if the Middlemen were only getting that message while he was in the middle of actively threatening to kill people, he'd need to take more drastic measures. 
 
    Only one of the ex-watchmen—the sergeant of the group—had been from the Uppers; Nikolas had shared privately that there might have been some blackmail going on there. All the others had been from the rank and file and had looked the other way for coin. 
 
    Not surprising, only the non-officers might've even had the need for more money. That the sergeant had probably required a...different touch wasn't all too shocking. 
 
    Both the Upper and Middle Watch historically only really let noblemen into their officer corps, and even the DeWinters' money hadn't been enough to change that. 
 
    Now though, the Middle was clearly getting ideas. Captain Soltkin had made it clear she was an unconventional commander when she started selecting her officers via duels in the Middle Keep instead of bloodlines in the early months of the year before, and it had already caused quite a stir in the Red Court. 
 
    The nobles didn't mind if the Lower Watch consisted mainly of peasants and was commanded by wealthy merchants that could afford to buy their commission—all the more coin for them. But they often needed to come down into the Middle for business or to engage in the ancient tradition of secretly whoring everything in sight in the nicer brothels. And it simply wouldn't do for them to not be in charge of everything they could clap eyes on. 
 
    Rolt's adjustments to the Watch roster had been severe and the Fancyboys still resented losing out on their share of taxes from the Middle ever since the Guild of Merchants had bought that right for themselves. 
 
    Between all this, Viktor had been hearing a lot of talk from some of the more loose-lipped watchmen in the Upper Keep. 
 
    The Uppers were not happy. The Baron was inscrutable as always, but the rumour went that he was very much not happy. An unhappy Baron made an unhappy Church made unhappy Fancyboys made an unhappy Viktor. Eventually it all came back down to him somehow. 
 
    And that simply would not do. Everyone in the city being afraid of his axe was supposed to be a perennially assumed reality, not something that only came into play some of the time. 
 
    Reminders would have to be made. Attitudes would have to be adjusted. 
 
    'No, you can write me the bill, thanks.' Randy smiled at the woman gingerly, an expression that had turned awkward for how he pointedly avoided looking at Viktor. 'And please be sure to add yourself a generous tip when you do.' 
 
    The girl deflated a little and bowed her head slightly. She backed away and gave Viktor one last mean look, mirrored by the other patrons. 
 
    Viktor didn't give a shit. If he wasn't welcome here, that was fine. The drinks were shit, the patrons angered him, and the décor was ugly. 
 
    Whoever had decided on the open plan layout with tables both inside and outside should have been told that A, the stupid fucking folding doors made of glass were just asking to be broken into, and B, the garish red-maroon colour that had been shat out all over the walls made the entire place feel cramped and the atmosphere stifling, which went against the entire point of making the motherfucking coffeehouse an open plan. 
 
    And I told them not to give me lemon slices in my fucking water, he thought to himself. He fumed at the jug and glasses, and was absolutely convinced the waitress had put more lemon slices on the edges just to be a dick. 
 
    'Vik, no offence—and I say this fully aware of the risk that I'm about to get my skull caved in—but are you always such a dick after an execution?' Randy sighed as the girl left. 
 
    'Yes, Randy. Taking several human lives in one day, having to disarm the angry nephew of one of the executed men, being almost set on fire, and having to stop a riot tends to put me on my man-period. I'm not going to pretend otherwise.' 
 
    'Okay, I know you said there was a fire, but this is the first I'm hearing of a riot.' 
 
    'Look, it's not been a good day. I appreciate you grabbing me and taking me aside before I could kill someone again, but please don't be so fucking surprised that I'm in a mood.' Viktor took the lemon slices off the glassware and threw them at the man in tweed from before. 
 
    He made to open his mouth, then shut up when the knife stolen off the merchant boy left Viktor's hand and buried itself in the table next to him, centimetres away from his fingers. At that, he took the hint and left in a hurry, along with several of the other coffee people. 
 
    'Fucking disgusting dirt-people,' Viktor shouted at them as they left, furiously flexing the hand he had used to throw the knife. 'Your mothers were all hamsters, and your fathers smelt of elderberries.' He lifted his hood another tiny bit and took another swig, sighing as the water did nothing to cool the intense heat he was feeling. 
 
    He was either getting sick, undergoing puberty again, or experiencing a psychological break from the guilt and shame of what his job forced him to do. 
 
    It was probably the last one. But maybe he was just unknowingly horny for Randy's pug face and undergoing a bizarre sexual awakening. 
 
    The thought of that new possibility had him dousing himself in yet more water. 
 
    'Well, I'm never coming back to this place ever again,' Randy groused. 'Not because I'm unhappy with the service, you understand, it’s just that they'll never let me in ever again. Thanks for nothing.' 
 
    'You're welcome for nothing. I got you in the Bronze Gate, didn't I?' 
 
    'Yeah, and I can already feel that you'll be blackmailing me with that for all it's worth.' 
 
    'Cafés are a stupid concept anyway, and the Theronlians only added that weird fucking mark above the "e" in the word because they think they're special. I can get behind restaurants and I can get behind eating out during the day, but the only reason these damn things opened is because Theronl had so much plundered coffee after the Graceland Wars that they had nothing else to do with the fucking stuff. 
 
    'I know this because Captain Lauter was one of the generals that suggested selling it back to the population rather than exporting it somewhere else. Fucking Theronlians and their bitter, disgusting mudwater.' 
 
    'Wait, aren't you Theronlian? I know Adelstrad is technically a special administrative zone, but you still pay homage to King Louis, don't you? Kind of shitting on your own head there.' 
 
    'Hah. No. Does my accent sound like it's full of stinky cheese and entitlement to you?' 
 
    'I assumed that was just Adelstrad Dogspeak, or maybe a version of it. People here talk strangely. The exposure to the Nordlings over the centuries has kind of created a weird pseudo-language that isn't quite Nordling but isn't quite Theronlian either. I only speak it because some of me trader mates do.' 
 
    'Yeah, I can hear the parts of the old Westromite accent when you talk. I suppose all that time on the road gave you a more...transnational way of speaking. But no, I'm not Adelstradian or Theronlian. I just live here. You know, because if I leave I'll be flayed alive and converted into a shamblebrass while I'm still screaming.' 
 
    'Okay, so then where're you actually from?' 
 
    'A small island down south. Some people call it Nunya.' 
 
    Randy tilted his head. 'Never heard of it. I might know it by a different name. What's it export?' 
 
    'Business.' 
 
    'How does a country export "business"?' 
 
    'It's a special kind of business. It's Nunya business.' 
 
    'Oh, fuck off,' Randy scowled but didn't hide the smirk coming across his face. 'That one was just shit.' 
 
    'Yeah, fucking tell me about it. My material's been shit today. I think it's because the phrase "gallows humour" has become a bit too literal for my taste given current circumstances, so now I can't engage in it without accidentally thinking of puns. And I really hate puns. In fact, I hate them so much that when someone near me makes a pun, I could quite happily strangle them…' 
 
    They talked about nothing important until the sun rested in the middle of the sky—signalling midday—and Randy had to go oversee a shipment. Something about making sure the other trader didn't short him when he wasn't looking. 
 
    Viktor wasn't comfortable vocalising it, but he did appreciate Randy's distraction for what it was. His new grain trader friend liked to pretend to be a bit of a dullard to get people to think he was more trustworthy, but he was keener than he let on, especially with people and the subtle workings of things. The way the man played cards during the one or two occasions that they'd met up to gamble in the Lowers had been proof of that. 
 
      
 
    The friendship was a new and odd one. Randy's overt positivity sometimes got on his nerves when he was in a mood to sit in a corner and brood, but Viktor liked that Randy was bereft of pretence. And he supposed Randy liked that Viktor was generous with what he knew about the city. 
 
    Even if he himself sometimes felt like he still knew less than he'd like. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three: The Aftermath 
 
    Nikolas let out a heavy breath that was more out of tiredness and many hours of extended focus than any emotional element. He hastily scrawled a note out on top of a document. 
 
    'Altogether, the news is good. But it comes with a caveat.' He nodded along, the room quiet save for his own scratchings and the sound of a big grandfather clock he'd recently had installed. 
 
    Something about having a second big clock on hand in case a haunt surge ever reached the top tower. Viktor had tried to tell the man that he'd never even heard of a haunt reaching that high out of the dungeons, but Nikolas preferred to be perennially pessimistic and pleasantly surprised than perennially optimistic and unpleasantly surprised. 
 
    A man after his own heart. 
 
    ‘All right, what's the bad part?' 
 
    'The bad part is that the Baron is threatening to have you hang me for incompetence and then replace me with one of his own nobles, whom I'd add are also baying for a bit of blood.' 
 
    'Is he threatening to have you hanged the way he normally does when he's just a little unhappy, or does he actually properly mean it this time?' 
 
    Nikolas pulled a face somewhere between a smirk and a sneer and dipped the quill he was using into an ink pot with more enthusiasm than was necessary. 'Probably somewhere between the two, but I'm not eager to find out which end of that particular sword he'll eventually land on. It's still a sword either way.' 
 
    'Right. What else?' 
 
    'What, as for the bad news? We still have nothing on DeWinter and Soltkin that isn't circumstantial at best and pure theory at worst. Don't get me wrong, the Baron is frothing at the mouth at the prospect of blaming Hulkreug DeWinter for something, but even he can't just order a round of choppings without at least some pretext.' Nikolas drew the quill over his neck in emphasis. 
 
    'I'm not so sure he still thinks that. The hanging this morning turned ugly fast. I almost had to maul a child.' 
 
    'Believe me, I heard. Rosh told me all about it.' 
 
    'Hmm?' 
 
    'You didn't think I'd actually leave you out there by yourself, did you?' Nikolas scratched a final signature on the document, rolled it up and moved onto another. 
 
    'In a political climate like this? DeWinter and the Guild of Merchants can bugger off for a bit. I don't care about these special toll sectors they bought up. Rosh and Maxwell were out in the crowd the entire time, in plainclothes. They've gotten good at that particular trick ever since you taught it to me. Lukas was watching from a rooftop, through a spyglass.' 
 
    'I'm touched. You really do care about me.' 
 
    'I feel like that much is conventionally obvious, but that can change the moment you take that faux-tenderness to its logical conclusion and make either a gay love joke or a joke about me adopting you, Viktor.' 
 
    'Spoilsport.' 
 
    'No, just the man trying to keep this conversation focused. That and this entire city.' 
 
    'Now you know how I feel.' 
 
    'Yes, the irony is not lost on me. Rosh says you picked a knife up from the stupid boy that almost sparked a war by himself. Do you still have it?' 
 
    'Hmm.' Viktor plonked it down onto the table. 'I thought you might ask. I'm not an expert on weapons gilding, but this pigsticker does seem a bit gaudy even for some rich whelp from the Middle.' 
 
    'That's mostly because it is. See this crest here?' Nikolas pointed to the side of the hilt, which was green and stamped with the symbol of a golden eye with three golden horseshoes underneath it. 'The Erolo family. Lesser nobles. That last man you killed was Sergeant Tol Erolo. The boy was his nephew, Stimlyf.' 
 
    Viktor snorted. 'Of course. I've heard the name once or twice. Something-something horse breeders, something-something long line of knights. There's a joke about a woman crushed to death whilst doing a horse in there somewhere.' 
 
    'Yes, and I'd prefer you didn't make it. The Erolo family is old and—until certain events in the last two decades or so—mostly respected, but not particularly politically powerful. 
 
    'In Viktor-speak, you might say their family is sort of like mine, if you replaced blonde hair with brunette, blue eyes with green, and a history of monster hunting with an exceptional generational skill with horses. The knight lineage, the quiet pride, the training of our sons from a young age to be headstrong and good at killing things—it’s all the same.' 
 
    'You sound like you resent that.' 
 
    'I do, given that they're also known for a pretty flagrant disregard for the lives of their men-at-arms during war, the wellbeing of the commoners that serve them during peacetime, and even the mildest modicum of anything even resembling decorum or the virtues noble houses are supposed to embody. 
 
    'It’s like looking at myself in a mirror, except I'm now inbred, covered in various unmentionable fluids and drugs from the latest orgy I've held in my basement, and my mother was actually killed in the manner you describe.' 
 
    'You're joking.' 
 
    'It's not even one of those'—Nikolas affected a mocking voice that could only be described as inbred—'"Oh, doh, ho, ho, we didn't like that one particular noblewoman so we'll make nonsense up about her after her death. Aren't we clever, doh, ho, ho?" situations I've come to realise the Adelstradian nobles are so fond of. 
 
    'Percivalia Erolo actually fucking died that way, and it's widely known amongst the noble circles of this city. Or at least this is what the one or two friends I've made attending functions while I've been here tell me.' 
 
    'All right, two questions: One, did you actually just swear and make a passive-aggressive sarcastic remark twice in the same breath? By extension, who are you and what have you done with Nikolas Lauter? Two, how the hell is that kind of thing common knowledge amongst the nobles while I legitimately hadn't heard about it and just made a stupid joke because I could?' 
 
    'Viktor...' Nikolas wouldn't have needed the dagger to kill him; that glare could do it better... 'I have been signing documents since two o'clock this morning. I. Hate. Paperwork. Please don't get on my case about my mannerisms and language today.' 
 
    'I was actually about to tell you how proud I am, but okay, I'll take the implied threat to my life for what it is and shut my whore mouth.' 
 
    'Thank you, I appreciate that. To answer your second question, the Erolos apparently embarked on a rigorous purge of any of their servants that were unfortunate enough to become aware of the circumstances of Percivalia's death, either via witnessing the aftermath of it directly or hearing about it second-hand. 
 
    'Then it became clear that the rumour had spread beyond their own walls because scullery maids, somewhat surprisingly to the Erolos of the time, don't limit their gossip solely to the grounds of their own lords. They do actually sometimes chat with servants from other houses when they have a rare spare minute. I imagine the Erolos thought the maids all just go home and then fall into a state of obedient catatonia until it's time to wake up and eagerly empty the chamber pots out again.' 
 
    Nikolas rolled his eyes. 'Regardless, the family began hiring Laughing Tomb assassins.' 
 
    Viktor let some air out of his mouth. 'Ouch. If you go right for the Laughing Tomb, you aren't playing around anymore. They're the city's worst Assassins' Guild. And I mean that in the sense of how psychotic they are, not in whether or not they get results. Laughing Tomb always gets results.' 
 
    'You'd think so. But not in this one particular instance. The Erolos successfully managed to keep the rumour mostly quiet by assassinating about five percent of all the scullery maids in the city at the time. By that point, anyone that did know began to cotton on to the fact and "forget" anything they had learnt. But the assassins, let's say, missed a spot.' 
 
    'Which spot?' 
 
    'It turns out that on top of the horses, Percivalia was also sleeping with several stable hands. Most of them either got violently purged along with the maids or got very good at playing dumb very quickly. But at least one of the stable hands was also involved with other noblewomen from several other houses, and so the story stuck. Even the Laughing Tomb Assassins weren't able to kill half the noblewomen in the city before the same tale spread. The Erolos found that having armed guards watching you twenty-four-seven made that sort of thing difficult. 
 
    'Then some curious and, I'll say this, impressively horny physician student from one of the noble universities decided to exhume the corpse of Percivalia Erolo to...examine it. Apparently, he got...erm, confirmation via certain suspiciously patterned horse-shoe shaped wounds on her back and the dimensions of certain orifices. 
 
    'Plus some...leftover substances that hadn't been fully cleaned up due to the hasty burial.' Nikolas looked sick. 
 
    'Naturally, seeing as he was a university student and university students have no brains to inform them of when an idea is stupid, he wound up stuffing the corpse, suspending it in oil in the university dorm for his friends to gawk at, and the rest is history.' 
 
    'Damn. Go stable boys and horny physician students.' 
 
    'Yes, indeed... The stable boy was found dead a few weeks later, having "accidentally" fallen out of a window after "accidentally" tripping on a mace and bashing his own face out on it. The physician student disappeared, along with the corpse, and wasn't heard from again.’ 
 
    'Ouch.' 
 
    'Yes.' 
 
    'And these are the people I've gotten onto the shit list of? Because it sounds like there's not much space between their shit list and their hit list.' 
 
    'There's not. And that's why this document here'—Nikolas gestured at the one he was writing in particularly angry, scratchy letters—'is a polite yet meaningful letter to Lym Erolo—both Stimlyf's father and the current head of the family—informing him that his son broke several laws during the course of him interfering with the city's ordained executioner, and that I'm not impressed. 
 
    'I go on to extrapolate that the Baron, by extension, is not impressed. Furthermore, if the aforementioned executioner were to either disappear suddenly or have so much as an unpleasant remark made towards him, regardless of any evidence or lack of evidence against the Erolos, I'll have his entire family butchered in the streets, brought back as shamblebrasses capable of perceiving everything that's being done to them yet unable to so much as voluntary spasm a muscle to stop it, and then subjected to a repeat of the process until they learn some damn manners.' 
 
    'Wow. You're not taking this lightly. Do you suppose that Lym Erolo had something to do with how conveniently bad the rioting got? Used his son as a chess piece? If we're discussing family units as culture-producing entities that can teach viciousness down the lineage, it doesn't seem like he'd be above that sort of thing. Plus, the boy seemed really dumb, and if I was Lym Erolo I'd resent having spawn like that, too. Wouldn't miss him if he died in the process.' 
 
    'That's a possibility I'm not willing to discount.' 
 
    'I don't know, Nikolas. What would he have to gain? That whole setup implies he's got at least one link to DeWinter. He's a noble. Why throw his lot in with a commoner?' 
 
    'That brings me neatly back to how the good Sergeant Tol Erolo was convinced to turn a blind eye to the smuggling of the blue pixiedust. It's not confirmed, but the rumour amongst the nobility is that the Erolo family finances are in shambles.' 
 
    'Really?' 
 
    'To a degree that's almost comical. Between a series of stupid investments made during the Graceland Wars—mostly relating to Lym banking on an increase in demand for warhorses—and the fact that their spending never decreased in relation to their lowering means, they're almost completely impoverished. Taking out loans from wealthy merchants to pay off loans from other wealthy merchants.' 
 
    Viktor snorted. 'Ah, the old Moneybag shuffle. In this city, noble or not, that's a good way to get found dead in the street with your family members' skulls shoved into your chest cavity. And a poor noble in this city may as well be a nothing for all that the other blueblood families will care about them. I see why he might make efforts to keep that sort of rumour quashed.' 
 
    'So I begin to understand. But let's put the speculation aside for a moment. What's your input on the event itself? That execution, what do you make of it?' 
 
    'The reaction? Artificial. Between the obviously pre-prepared riot and the boy that conveniently chose to make a scene only once his uncle was already mostly dead, I feel like someone, somewhere was out to cause shit. And for reasons other than honest outrage.' 
 
    'My thoughts exactly.' Nikolas signed the document off. Then he used the edge of the knife as a ruler to draw a line on the bottom of it, signing his name atop it in angry letters. 
 
    He rolled it up and gestured to Viktor with it. 'I will have this shoved into Lym Erolo's mouth and repeatedly jammed down his throat until it’s made very clear that, given the mood in the Red Court, no one in this city is currently operating under the luxury of being assumed innocent until proven guilty. Lukas will be good for that. He's of minor nobility himself, so he's versed in the etiquette of threatening people without threatening people.' 
 
    'Him, Maxwell, and Rosh all took a bit of a beating during the curseling incident. Are they really up for field work like this?' 
 
    'Maxwell's chest wounds are mostly healed, even if he does still wince every time he wears his shirt one button too high. Lukas's eye was beyond saving but he's apparently very happy with the eyepatch. And Rosh is old, but frankly too angry to die, blunt force trauma to the head or no. Honestly, they all seemed more concerned about you.' 
 
    'It'll take more than five men and an exploding drug addict to do me in. Speaking of, are we realistically anywhere closer to an answer on that end?' 
 
    'No. The Guild of Dust maintains that they have no idea where the blue pixiedust came from, and they've shown me their books. Every millimetre of their product has been accounted for. They insist that anything we found must have been farmed illegally outside of their facilities.' 
 
    'That's not saying much. They used to routinely lose small batches of the red pixiedust to the Lower Smugglers' Guild. Enough that we've still got an ongoing problem with addicts down there.' 
 
    'That was my reaction too. They've clearly had someone—either the leadership themselves or some rogue member acting alone for coin—fixing the books at least a little for some time now, so it's not beyond belief that the same situation could be true for the blue dust. As it is, Henrard Kolk tells me he has ceased all production in his workshops and is currently undergoing an intensive inspection of his own facilities and personnel.' 
 
    'You think he's in on it?' 
 
    'The list of people that might constitute a breach is long at this point, but I doubt it. The man's as blue-blooded as they come and has close ties to the Baron.' 
 
    Viktor snorted. 
 
    'Most everyone in the Guild of Dust does, in some way or another. It's all bluebloods from top to bottom there. The Moneybags might have gotten a foothold in a few places, but ever since the Alchemical Schism ten or so years ago, the Guild of Dust, the Guild of Alchemists, and the Guild of Corpses have all been painfully against letting commoners into their ranks.' 
 
    'This has been mentioned to me.' Nikolas nodded. 'How much do you know?' 
 
    'Not much. Not as much as I'd like. I can tell you almost everything going on in the Lowers and at least some of what's going on in the Middle, but the Uppers is mostly an unknown to me. 
 
    Viktor shrugged. 'I only ever come up here on business, and I've only ever taken my orders directly from the Upper Captain. All I can tell you is what most other people know. That those three guilds all used to fall under the umbrella of the old iteration of the Guild of Alchemists. Then their old guild house in the Middle fucking exploded, and the Baron decided they were getting too much of a monopoly on research, so he split them up into different guilds.' 
 
    'That hasn't seemed to have dampened their business much.' 
 
    'Not really, no. They like to pretend that they're separate guilds, and they do keep separate books and guild masters, but a lot of people suspect that the Guild of Corpses and the Guild of Dust still unofficially take orders from the Guild of Alchemists. I can't prove anything, and there've definitely been cases where the three houses have squabbled in the past, but they're definitely still more affiliated with one another than, say, the Guild of Smiths and the Guild of Tailors might be.' 
 
    Nikolas nodded, steepling his hands under his chin and sighing in thought. 'What of the Lowers?' 
 
    'End tells me that the Lowers Smuggler's Guild is in the process of cannibalising itself. Brandt wasn't a low-ranking member by any stretch, and Milletra was in the habit of centralising power to herself. Between both of them dying and the guild already being weakened from her husband getting killed, she predicts a three-way split will happen soon enough.' 
 
    'Do you agree?' 
 
    'Mostly, though from what I know I'd be more inclined to call it going two ways. Seven of their members have gotten killed in conflicts for the position of guild head in the last week alone. Regardless of how it turns out, the Dark Council will eventually have to call a meeting and recognise whoever is left standing as the new head of smuggling in the Lowers.' 
 
    'You've mentioned this Dark Council before. Just how much sway do they have over the Lowers, exactly?' 
 
    'A lot. Try to avoid thinking of it as one of the business combines the Guild of Merchants might operate, even if the comparison might be sort of accurate. The long and short of it is that a few of the most powerful dark guild heads in the Lowers will occasionally meet to suss business out. 
 
    'Territory disputes, arguments over who has jurisdiction over what, deciding annual cuts and tribute rates, feeding people that break the rules to slaughterfins. It's all very seedy. There's a meeting at the end of this week, and the rumour goes that Ed Touch isn't feeling particularly patient about this bullshit. They're slated to choose the new head of the Smuggler's Guild soon.' 
 
    'And this Ed Touch? Which dark guild does he head?' 
 
    'In his personal capacity, the Pickpockets' Guild, but he also gives marching orders to the Gambling Guild and the Moonshine Guild.' 
 
    'Wouldn't that go against the unofficial monopoly laws the Lowers operates on?' 
 
    'Sort of, but also no. One guild does one thing, but there's no rule saying you can't be head of two guilds at once or have enough sway that you can order other guild heads around anyway. Edward Thelonious Touch has been the elected chair of the Dark Council for about seven or so years, so he also has a lot of sway over a lot of the other goons.' 
 
    Nikolas leaned back in his seat contemplatively, drumming his fingers along the top of his desk. 
 
    'On the one hand, I find it supremely irksome that the criminals in this city have the gall to just...congregate the way you say they do. On the other, I can't decide if they irritate me more than the merchants or the nobles.' 
 
    'My advice is to just hate everyone equally. That way you can't be accused of bias.' 
 
    A ghost of a smile traced its way up Nikolas's face. 'The Red Court is still in session, but that won't last for more than a few days. In all likelihood, the Church templars will be left in charge of the hunt for the witch that killed Milletra. I should warn you that, given both your presence at the scene of Milletra's murder and your fight with Brandt, you might wind up being a key witness.' 
 
    'Witness, or suspect?' 
 
    'The Church doesn't tend to hear the difference. That much is the same here as it is in the rest of Theronl. I might've preferred to have my own people working on it, but as the execution today clearly shows, even the Upper Watch isn't untouchable.' 
 
    'I could have told you that to begin with. Don't get me wrong, you cleaned house up when you came in, but Drought cultivated a culture of corruption amongst the officers for a long time. Mostly nepotism and hand-backs. They wouldn't have dreamed of dealing with lowly Blackclads and Moneybags—even if the money on offer was good—but the framework was there. Hulkreug just twisted it a little to get an in.' 
 
    'Hmph. Now I wonder about the extent of all the twisting he's done. It's a fact that at least one of the Erolos was dirty—even if it was mostly due to blackmail—and another was at least present during this mess in the Middle. 
 
    'And from everything I've heard of that family, I don't like leaving them to chance. Neither do I enjoy the thought of the pixiedust conversation going unhad. How possible is it to bring more members of the Lower Smugglers' Guild in for questioning?' 
 
    'Doable, but inadvisable. The Dark Council likes to let the internal succession crises play out undisturbed so long as they don't break out into the rest of the Lowers. It's a little neater that way. Sending watchmen in to arrest all of them might be too much disruption.' 
 
    'I'm not sure if I see an alternative. The internal investigation the Guild of Dust is conducting doesn't satisfy me that they are beyond blame. Even if I get a warrant from the Baron to kick a bunch of doors down and clap all of them in irons, I still don't have the expertise to know what I'm looking for as far as altered logbooks and the grinding of puny creatures into dust is concerned. 
 
    'And if these smugglers continue to kill one another, there won't be anyone left to tell me how the damn stuff got in the city.' 
 
    'Hmm. You know, there might be one person willing to blab.' 
 
    Nikolas blinked at him. 'Who?' 
 
    'Captain Soltkin.' 
 
    His expression turned sour. 'You're joking.' 
 
    'Almost always, but not now. The question of how the stuff got through the Lower Gate is ongoing, but maybe there might be more meat on the bones of the Middle Gate. You've met Soltkin. You've seen how she operates.' 
 
    'You mean to say that she's a complete and total nutcase.' 
 
    'Yup.' Viktor crossed his arms. 'I can almost guarantee you her loyalty to Hulkreug is tenuous at best. I know Rolt better than most. She just wants war.' 
 
    'And you think this means she would just tell you where the dust came in and what path it took?' 
 
    'Assuming I dangled a sufficient carrot in front of her face, I think she might at least give me a hint.' 
 
     'Why?' 
 
    'Because Rolt makes her decisions the way a dog makes its decisions: She eats when she's hungry, she drinks when she's thirsty, she barks at people when she feels like it, she plays with people like toys in order to amuse herself, and she sleeps when it suits her, not the schedule of whoever is currently holding her leash.' 
 
    Nikolas nodded along a little. 'We agree on that much at least. I might've had that woman chopped to death for her constant insubordination by now, if she weren't so good at her job.' 
 
    'You know, at least before she decided to start helping Hulkreug commit acts of treason on a grand scale.' 
 
    'As much as I don't personally find Rolt's face to be very pleasant, I would remind you that this much is still speculation, Viktor. As I say, even the Baron finds this theory of yours suspect, regardless of how much he wants it to be true.' 
 
    'Nikky, believe me, Rolt is always up to something.' 
 
    'A statement which reminds me of a certain executioner I know who insists on continuing to refer to me as "Nikky" no matter how many times I threaten to box him out the window for his impertinence.' 
 
    'You'd never box me out of any windows. I'm too lovable.' 
 
    Nikolas rolled his eyes. 'If you think this conversation with Rolt would be beneficial, then by all means, have it. But not at the expense of keeping contact with End. I still know less of the goings-on in the Lowers than I would prefer.' 
 
    'Relax. I'm keeping in constant contact with her via letters in nightly drops. Speaking of, here's last night's, decoded.' 
 
    Viktor pulled a small pouch out and let several small wooden coins fall onto the table, each scrawled with a different jagged symbol and connected to a grouping of others by a piece of twine. 
 
    'Right.' Nikolas picked a twined group up. He peered at where Viktor had written the translations corresponding to the thief marks in ink on the other side. 'And if you were to summarise these for me while I read?' 
 
    'Other than the Smuggler's Guild, the Lowers have been mostly quiet lately. That's not abnormal, seeing as a lot of the dark guilds will calm down a little bit when one is in the middle of a war, mostly just to stay out of the way and avoid being accused of trying to interfere. Mickey herself is keeping a low profile, but the story goes that she wants in on the Smuggler's Guild. Something about putting her own candidate forward.' 
 
    'Is that allowed?' 
 
    'It's how Ed Touch got control of the Gambling and Moonshine guilds, so yeah.' 
 
    'You don't think this is a little too quiet?' Nikolas asked. 
 
    Viktor shook his head. 'Mm-mm. Nobody wants a gang war right now. Even the dark guilds have cottoned on to the fact that something funky is going on between the Fancyboys and the Moneybags. They don't want to be the first ones to make themselves collateral damage, so they're staying extra innocuous for now. I had End try to gauge the consensus of what the other Blackclads are saying about who they'd side with if it came to it, but the results are pretty mixed.' 
 
    'Surprising. I would have thought that they'd love to side with the other commoners.' 
 
    'The Fancyboys in Adelstrad may be murderous and entitled, but the Moneybags aren't really much better. Both groups either make the laws that get the impoverished killed or run the businesses that pay them peanuts to break their backs. I vaguely think the Lowers would side with the Middle, but only barely and only long enough to trounce the nobles if fighting were to break out.' 
 
    'Hmph. That tracks with what I've heard. I just wanted your thoughts.' Nikolas nodded, working his way through the twine. 'Ingenious method of communication you and End worked out. Each symbol means nothing by itself, but when you pair it with the other two in the chain, it forms a letter of the alphabet. But tell me, why did you change from coded letters?' 
 
    'Even though we wrote them in specially made invisible ink, the concern was that even that might not be enough insurance given everything that's been going on,' Viktor explained. 
 
    'A letter hidden in a buried drop box is still a little conspicuous, and invisible ink isn't hard to draw out if you know what you're doing. 
 
    'Normally we hid the ink in-between passages of nonsense-text or grocery lists, mostly just there to throw people off. But I've been feeling particularly paranoid lately, so we switched to the string. Easy to pass off as just some bauble a vendor put together. Most people wouldn't assume it's communicating a message. And at a pinch, if you get caught, you can just cut the cord and the symbols lose all their meaning when they scatter.' 
 
    Nikolas nodded but said nothing, not quite focusing on the string and not quite looking at Viktor. He was buried in his own thoughts. Viktor noticed. 
 
    'Hmph. You've been acting strange, Nikolas.' 
 
    'Not surprising, given current events.' Nikolas demurred, running a piece of string through his hands with a little more focus than he had been showing a moment before. 
 
    'No, I mean even on top of everything that's been going on. You're too talkative. Normally you become quieter when you're under stress.' 
 
    Viktor would admit he was surprised to find genuine anger cross Captain Lauter's face. The older man directed an ugly look his way and let his hand curl into a fist around the coin he was holding. Then he breathed, and in a moment, the anger was gone. 
 
    'You mentioned you were experiencing nightmares. Is this still the case?' Nikolas said. 
 
    'They're intermittent. Once every three or four days.' 
 
    'But still the same robed man?' 
 
    'I'm not sure about the gender of the thing, but yes. No more conversation yet. It just stands there and stares at me.' 
 
    Nikolas sighed and let the coin drop onto the table. 'I've been having a similar experience.' 
 
    'What? Nightmares?' 
 
    'Visions of my wife the day she died giving birth to Heun.' 
 
    Viktor's teeth clacked shut against themselves. 
 
    'I'm sorry, I didn't mean to—' 
 
    'It's fine. You just made an observation.' Nikolas held a hand up. 'But my concern is that Amda mentioned she is also struggling with strange dreams, though she refused to specify details.' 
 
    Shit. 
 
    'What about Heun?' 
 
    'None, thankfully. And I made sure to phrase him telling me in a manner that made it clear it wasn't optional. I also checked in with Maxwell, Rosh, and Lukas. Only Maxwell has been having some, but by their description they struck me more as the movements of the mind of an unblooded watchman processing what he saw in the dungeons. I had meant to ask you if nightmares like this were common after haunt exposure.' 
 
    Viktor shook his head. 'Maxwell's variety might be, but you and I and presumably Amda have been having the same one over and over and over? That's new. Maybe even a little bit prophetic, if you believe in that sort of thing.' 
 
    'I suspected as much.' 
 
    'Has the Church been told?' Viktor wasn't sure if he hoped they had so that they could miracle up a cure or if he hoped they hadn't so that they didn't decide the three of them were witches and press to have them burnt. 
 
    'I played Father Stendeval's question off as general haunt nightmares when he asked. It seemed fitting, seeing as he's already sending two templar squads and some priests to cleanse the dungeons this evening. Heading down himself too, the rumour goes.' 
 
    'They should be performing exorcisms during the day. It's safer. Am I going to have to guide those fools around my dungeon?' 
 
    'Unfortunately, yes. Seeing as you're the only one in the keep who knows his way around it well enough to territorially refer to it as "your" dungeon.' 
 
    'Me and my big mouth. What’s our cover story on the dreams? It might bite us in the arse if we don't tell the Church and it turns out we're all demonically possessed.' 
 
    'Believe me, I weighed that possibility up. But in matters like these, the Church prefers to purge first, ask questions never. The ban on magic in this city is even more strenuous than the controls in the capital. Even the alchemists have to occasionally deal with having materials confiscated and members interrogated; they don't so much practice sorcery, they practice the chemistry that uses an occasional magical ingredient.' 
 
    'Not that the Church smells the difference.' 
 
    'No, they don't. That is perhaps why it may be better to let them hunt the witch down rather than us. The less involved we are in that mess, the better. The templars would be better equipped anyway.' 
 
    Viktor sighed. 'I'll update the Book of Three with today's bullshit fucking botched execution. I'll be in my office for when the exorcism squads arrive.' 
 
    'Viktor, you don't have an office.' 
 
    'I have a cell in the upper sublevels with a desk inside and a wooden sign reading, "Viktor's Office" hanging from the front of it. It's close enough.' 
 
    Nikolas hid his smirk in a sip from a flask he took out of a drawer in his desk, evidently not wanting to give Viktor the satisfaction of laughing at his joke. 
 
    'As for the good news, I have successfully petitioned the Baron to issue warrants for men to sweep DeWinter's silver mines and some of his other businesses. It's not the authorisation for his arrest I wanted, and in order to justify it, the warrant had to be phrased as a widespread search of several areas of the city that may have been used by the Smuggler's Guild as stash spots. The fact that they had one such house smack in the centre of the Middle made it somewhat easier. 
 
    'It's not targeted at Hulkreug directly, but in the next few days I'll have a lot of men kicking a lot of doors open to look for anything untoward. So DeWinter's ability to come up with any new insanity—assuming this all is his doing after all—will be severely limited. The fact that I'll probably catch a horde of miscellaneous contraband in the net while I'm at it is just a bonus.' 
 
    'The Middlemen won't like that at all.' 
 
    'No, but I have reasonable cause and the Baron has signed off on it, so they'll just have to suck it up. I might be concerned about inflaming existing tensions, but both the pixiedust and today's incident with the execution makes me think the intent for people to kill one another is already there. Now it's just a matter of taking weapons out of idle hands.' 
 
    'Fair logic. But you know there's no way we can sweep the entire city to find something worthwhile to pin DeWinter to this. We never get that lucky. And aren't you concerned that the Middle Watch and some of the less scrupulous Upper watchmen might try to hide evidence? They've already infiltrated us once.' 
 
    'Hence why we'll be repeating the trick of sending watchmen out to police other watchmen, ones I know I can trust implicitly. This was one of the reasons Lukas recently got promoted to sergeant. Well, that and the, er, vacancy that Tol Erolo left,' Nikolas said after a moment, offering the flask. 
 
    Viktor waved it away. 'You know I hate beer. Anything else you want me to be aware of?' 
 
    'Only that I've gotten a letter back from the Red Court. They were unusually swift this time round. I'd expected the last ebbs of bureaucracy to take a few more days.' Nikolas pulled a tube of reddish wood out of a drawer in his desk and let a scarlet envelope fall out—one stamped with the Baron's seal in red wax. 
 
    'Is this the Baron's personal seal?' 
 
    'It is.' 
 
    'The fuck?' Viktor backed away hastily, reaching for his seax. 'It's never a good thing when the Baron writes you letters personally, Nikolas. It's probably got pox sealed in the envelope. Don't fucking ope—' 
 
    Nikolas gave him a dry look and broke the seal, pulling the letter out of the envelope and giving it a sarcastic wiggle, then pushing it back in. 
 
    'As the one in this room that actually speaks to the Baron, I can confirm that his assassination letters come in a tube that's a different hue of red. And also, he puts the pox gas directly into the tube itself rather than lining it in the envelope. Hence why I hung this one out the window by a pole and opened it from a distance using another pole, then let it air for a few hours. Just in case.' 
 
    'What the fuck?' 
 
    'I learnt a few things during my days as an army general. But regardless, this is for you.' Nikolas held the envelope out dryly 
 
    . Viktor inched forward on one foot and hesitantly poked the thing a few times to see if it would explode, then plucked it out of Nikolas's fingers. 
 
    'It doesn't bite, Viktor.' 
 
    'I'm not so sure you can prove that.' Viktor pulled the letter out and held it as far from his face as possible, peering at the white parchment a little. 
 
    Then he realised that he wasn't wearing his reading glasses. He patted around the pockets in his leather vest, then remembered that had left them in the keep to prevent them from being broken. 
 
    'I'll go over the damn thing in my office once I'm done with the book. I need my spectacles.' 
 
    'I'd be more than happy to give it the once-over for you. Read it aloud.' 
 
    'Stop being smug at my terror and also my non-ideal eyesight.' 
 
    'You're smug at my pain all the time.' 
 
    'Yes, because this kind of thing is only ever funny when it happens to someone else.' 
 
    'I don't know. I think this is hilarious.' Nikolas took another smug sip of beer. 
 
    'Nikolas, I will punch vengeance directly into your anus.' 
 
    'Regardless of your ongoing plans to do that, I think you might have cause to open a bank account sometime soon.' Nikolas snatched the damn thing out of his hand and peered at its contents, which Viktor found quite rude. 
 
    That was his death letter addressed to him by the insane tyrant of the city, not Nikolas's. You didn't just go around reading other people's mail. 
 
    'Why's that?' 
 
    'Because I'm reading the estimated tally of what you've inherited from Tol Erolo and the other dead men. 
 
    'Two were dirt-poor criminals, the other was a noble that was so heavily in debt that you'd find yourself owing money if you signed on the rights to his estate. The other watchman didn't have much to his name aside from a small flat he had under a mortgage he'd almost paid off.' 
 
     'All right, so what's the number?' 
 
    'All in all? Liquid currency they had lying around is estimated at twenty-nine silvers. 
 
    Wow. That was a lot more than he had hidden under the floorboards in his shack. 
 
    'That's just from a preliminary look I had one of the Red Court officials take. I suspect almost all of it comes from Tol Erolo's property and maybe some from Private Garther's, assuming the little whelp even bothered to visit more than one property. 
 
    'He wrote something down here about a chest of emergency silver he found in Erolo's townhouse.' 
 
    Nikolas tapped the letter with his ring finger. 
 
    'Spindly little man didn't offer much detail. I suspect he had a relatively serious look in Erolo's dwelling, glanced inside Garther's flat, performed a cursory ask around about what the two Blackclads were worth, then scurried out of the Lowers.' 
 
    Nikolas shrugged helplessly. 
 
    'So maybe don't trust that if you can help it. From what I'm seeing here, it's highly likely that he just guessed in most places. Damned corrupt Red Court men. They sometimes expect people to bribe them just to do their job. That's apparently normal here or some such.' 
 
    Nikolas paused to give him a frustrated look out of the corner of one eye. 'I didn't miss some subtle cue to pass him a bribe if I wanted to get anything done, did I?' 
 
    'Probably not. The officials and the less than useful watchmen that engage in that sort of thing are both pretty motherfucking blatant about it. They're also not dumb enough to try it with anyone with the coin or clout to make them regret it.  
 
    'They're much fonder of exploiting the poor in the Lowers. They know the Brownies can't really afford to do anything about it. I'd chalk this up more to bog standard incompetence, like you say.' 
 
    'Absolutely disgusting,' Nikolas ground out, becoming visibly red at the edges of his faces. 
 
    'Unsurprising too. But, yes, irritating. I had been hoping to get an actual breakdown.' 
 
    'I'm sorry for that,' Nikolas sighed. 'I probably should have expected as much. I suppose you'll only know what the cash amount comes to when you go inside and look for any hidden coins yourself. As for assets, you might need to have them valued. I believe Mickey the Ease has an accountant that might be able to do that for you, or at least know someone that could.' 
 
    Viktor shrugged a little, looking at the backs of his hands. 
 
    'Not bad,' he demurred, trying not to make his excitement obvious. 'Most I've ever made in one day of killing. The other two had scarcely been worth coppers. Pity about the Erolo man, though. It might've been nice to inherit a fucking title of nobility.' 
 
    'You wouldn't have anyway, seeing as your status as Blackclad overrides any noble blood or titles anyway.' 
 
    'Boo.' 
 
    'I do still need you to sign on for the Erolo Estate.' 
 
    'What the hell for? I thought you said I'd wind up owing cash.' 
 
    'You would, but you'd also gain access to Tol Erolo's townhouse in the Middle as well as any records of what he was worth and, more importantly, who he owed money to.' 
 
    'Ah. You want access to his transaction records. So you can know if money was how Hulkreug had him by the balls.' 
 
    'I want confirmation either way, yes.' 
 
    'Right, and the legal system being as it is, I can decline an estate, but I have to do it blind. It's like opening a fucking lucky packet that's got a fifty-fifty chance of being full of gold and silver or lice and a human head covered in dandruff, dog shit, and rat puke. 
 
    'I only actually get proper documentation and an asset and debt list after I've signed my name on the fucking paper. Worst part is that I normally would have jumped at the chance to grab some Erolo money. I might not have even thought about any debts Tol might have owed. Dodged a crossbow bolt there.' 
 
    'Mmm. It's an interesting assumption, that rich people don't ever spend their money stupidly and then take out even stupider loans. I'll admit that this is one of the more subtly horrifying laws I've encountered in Adelstrad.' 
 
    'Let me guess. The rest of Theronl is nicer...' 
 
    'Yes. In the capital, it's not actually legal for someone to inherit debt. The executor of the estate would be obliged to pay any debts off with the assets before they even sat down with the inheritors and told them what, if anything, they were owed.' 
 
    'Must be nice to have a semi-sane legal system,' Viktor grumbled. 
 
    'In Adelstrad'—Nikolas gave him a soft glare for the interruption—'people are in fact responsible for the debts accrued by immediate or sometimes even very distant family members, and you don't normally get the option of "declining" to inherit from an estate. You just do, and then it's your job to pay off whatever you now owe to people with whatever money and with assets that are now hopefully worth more than the debts. 
 
    'You're actually in a very unique position here.' 
 
    'Right, right. Special executioner's right to decline the pseudo-inheritance so that I don't wind up forced to pay off the corpse of every random gambler that gets sent to the chopping block. Otherwise, I myself would probably get executed for non-payment. I've only exercised it once before. Milletra's daughter. I got the feeling she wasn't worth much. The old man I killed was worth at least a little.' 
 
    Viktor found himself grumbling. 
 
    'I had it on good authority that Milletra was worth some pretty choice money and not in any deep debts. But then the inconsiderate bitch went and fucking died, and now any of the properties she legally owns are going to either get cannibalised by her own men or go back to the fucking Baron.' 
 
    'Don't curse his name just yet. He's agreed to sponsor you whatever the total of the Erolo debts are.' 
 
    'The fuck?' 
 
    'Read the damned letter, Viktor.' 
 
    'I don't have my goddamn glasses.' 
 
    Nikolas sighed and crumpled it in his hands in frustration, then harrumphed and read it aloud. 
 
    'To Viktor, the duly appointed Executioner of Adelstrad—' 
 
    'You're reading it wrong. You need to read it in that high-pitched, inbred squeal all the Baron's criers speak in.' 
 
    Nikolas bounced a wooden tankard off Viktor's head and continued. 'Find disclosed below, the writ of receipt for the estates of Tol Erolo, Private Hul Garther, Albert Lorvell, and Simon Stinkk.' 
 
    'One of the guy's surnames was Stink?' 
 
    'Interrupt me once more, Viktor. I dare you.' Nikolas said genially and held a throwing knife up threateningly. 
 
    'Fine. Continue.' 
 
    'As is law in the great City of Adelstrad and owing to your capacity as the city's executioner, our magnificent Baron traditionally and generously grants you the right to decline seizure of the assets of any lawfully executed scum, though special exception has been made for the estate of Lord Tol Erolo and the other men killed during the execution on Blue street on the Fourth Day of March, the year of our Stone God, fifty-eight AC. 
 
    'The Baron, in his boundless munificence and largesse, has agreed to take on and pay off any debts owed by the late Lord Erolo and the other duly exterminated criminal scum. He hereby orders you to accept the estates of all four men, especially that of Lord Tol Erolo and henceforth make known to the Captain of the Upper Watch any debts owed to any and all creditors in any and all capacities by any of these executed criminals.' 
 
    'I can hear the inbreeding...' 
 
    The knife embedded itself in the wooden cupboard behind Viktor, just above his head. 
 
    'Though, in your capacity as a Blackclad, and therefore a lower and inferior specimen—' Nikolas coughed awkwardly. 'Their words, not mine.' 
 
    'I gather as much.' 
 
    '—you are normally barred entry into our great city outside of those occasions where you are required to perform your duties, special exemption has been made. 
 
    'Attached to this letter you will find a special pass to allow you free movement in and out of the Lowers and the Middle until further notice, as well as written permission to open an account at the Grimmel Bank. It is expected that any inherited funds remain in this account until the Erolo investigation is concluded. Be sure not to frivol it away whoring or gambling, as men of your kind are so wont to do.' 
 
    Nikolas coughed again. 
 
    'Yeah, yeah. Their words, not yours.' 
 
    'Find included the due amount of four silver pieces for each executed man. Be sure to give due praise and reflection to your Baron's endless generosity. 
 
    'Signed, the Representatives of the Red Court.' 
 
    Nikolas gave the tube another shake and four silvers and a token not too unlike Randy's merchant's pass fell out. 
 
    'To cut through the political bullshit,' Nikolas sighed, 'the long and short of it is that any debts owed to the Barony are matters of public record, but the vast majority of the nobles like to do their business through the Grimmel Bank. 
 
    'The only bank in the city that's so heavily under the thumb of the Guild of Merchants that even the Baron doesn't have the legal right to pry too much into the dealings of its customers, per the Mercantile Treaty the Third Baron signed. 
 
    'The Baron shares my suspicions of the Erolos being at least a little involved in all of this, seeing as they've long chafed under some of his more...cumbersome policies. But he can't prove anything, and he can't order those debts made public.' 
 
    Viktor nodded along. 
 
    'But now I'm in the unique position of basically being Tol Erolo's heir, in a sick way. So he wants me to go scribble all those documents and accounting books up and hand them off to you. And he's suspicious to the point that he's just willing to pay all these debts off?' 
 
    'Yes. I've also made it apparent that you would have certain means of picking up on any odd transactions coming to or from the other three men. I made sure to be vague, I wouldn't admit your connections to his face, but I worded it strongly enough that he also agreed to pay off the other debts, if there are any. You'll need to have End follow up on that.' 
 
    'Her or someone else. Her time's been a little split between what's left of the Smugglers' Guild and Mickey's metaphorical house. She's only barely been able to follow up on these rumours of this white-haired woman prowling around.' 
 
    'Is that a problem for us?' 
 
    'I might need to reshuffle priorities. Maybe even tab someone else to focus on the shit happening in the Middle and the Uppers.' 
 
    'Have someone in mind? I hope I don't come across as lecturing you in the field you're actively teaching me how to manage, but if the person is even slightly less trustworthy than "completely and utterly", it poses a significant risk of exposure.' 
 
    'Relax. I'm aware. I might possibly know one or two people that can keep half an eye out. If not, there's ways to have people spy without having them spy...' 
 
    Nikolas must have sensed his tone, seeing as he shrugged and let it slide. 'I'll leave that to you. Just don't let any of this slip. Worst case scenario as is, I have to delegate a little more and have someone else pick up the slack. Better that than, you risk getting caught by putting too many chefs in one kitchen.' 
 
    '"Delegate"? You'd have to hire a spy from the Thieves' Guild for that. Maybe a snoop from the Guild of Rumours. None of the watchmen or anyone else in the keep is really qualified for that kind of skulduggery.' 
 
    'As I say, the Baron has approved certain non-standard expenses. I would need your input on who to approach and how in that situation.' 
 
     Nikolas shrugged awkwardly. 
 
    'I'm far from too proud to admit the politics of the criminal underworld and even most of what happens in the Middle is far from my field of expertise.' 
 
    'Yeah, and you're just about the only noble in this city that would admit as much to my face. And that the fucking Fourth Baron would bankroll such a thing surprises me a lot more than you might think. He doesn't exactly have a reputation as the kind of bloke that just throws money around willy-nilly on speculation.' 
 
    'No, he's not, but the Baron is a very wealthy man, after all.' Nikolas shrugged. 'Not as much as Hulkreug DeWinter, but the difference is slim. He calls this a calculated risk. 
 
    'Besides, you're not the only one with loopholes to benefit from. If our suspicions are correct and the Erolos and DeWinter are behind all of this, the chances are good the Baron will just kill them himself. He's not so old that his sword arm doesn't function.' 
 
    'Right. Something in the Orders of the First Baron. Something about keeping what he kills?' 
 
    'Precisely. If that happens and he can have DeWinter and Lym Erolo tried and found suitably guilty, he will be the one to inherit all of their property. And seeing as he's the man that writes the laws, he won't have to pay off any debts.' 
 
    Viktor whistled. 'That's a lot of coin in one man's hands. Are we sure that'd be...beneficial for the city? This little feud between the Baron and DeWinter might have had the most miniscule calming effect on Adelstrad compared to what the Old Man in Red's predecessors could do to the populace without fear of reprisal.' 
 
    'That's a fair worry. And you're correct in saying that the current Baron having less overt power than his predecessors has had the side effect of putting some unintended checks and balances in place, but it was always going to give at some point or another. 
 
    'If it goes that route, the Baron will only have as much proportional wealth as the First and Second Barons had at their disposal, and he'll still have to deal with a guild and mercantile structure that's much sturdier than what any Baron before him had to deal with.' Nikolas held a palm up. 
 
    'The Third only really signed the Mercantile Treaty under a combination of a crippling need to refill his coffers after they'd been emptied and then some after the Second War of Black Scales, and the threat from the then-burgeoning Guild of Merchants that if he didn't take their mountain of coin, they'd just revolt. 
 
    'That was a unique situation. The Third never would have even considered it if he wasn't already impoverished and almost completely without an army due to war losses. I mean, I've been looking at historical troop numbers lately. This city is only now, in the last ten years or so, approaching the numbers the old Baron's Watch had at its disposal. The Baron's Guard is still a completely defunct entity. Hulkreug isn't the only man around here that bolsters his private army with shamblebrasses...' 
 
    'Hmm. Right. I see. And what's this blanket access to the Middle and the Lowers? You mean I can just flash that thing instead of my work papers and just go wherever I please? Not sure what that's for.' 
 
    'So you can get into the Grimmel Bank. I may make a habit of...fibbing on your papers that you're needed in each of the three keeps just about around the clock every day so that you can functionally come and go in the city without getting looked at too closely. But the Baron's made it a bit more official that the Merchant Guard can't hassle you for being in the wrong part of town or for entering into the wrong building.' 
 
    'Right, but shouldn't I be speaking to whoever these idiots declared their executors? I hear what you're saying about the records being kept closed shut, but wouldn't whichever Cousin Andrew or Aunt Molly who got put in charge of this shit be the one to speak to? What the hell do I need to be in the bank building for, specifically?' 
 
    'I mean, Viktor, it's not as if Aunt Molly would just throw her hands up and say, "Oh, Tol's dead now. You're my new nephew, I suppose."' 
 
    'It would be funny if she did, but I see your point. So better to do it with the people who were already in charge of managing Tol's money or lack thereof while he was alive.' 
 
    'Well, that and the fact that apparently, Tol Erolo and all of these dead fools lacked an executor to their wills, or even written wills at all, so you'll have to get the bank to do it for you. You'll also have to have them perform a valuation on the assets from the others. 
 
    'They offer that service to clients who have accounts with them and occasionally unaffiliated people that have inherited unexpectedly from some distant cousin or something and can't make heads or tails of what they've actually got.' 
 
    'Seems needlessly complex. And also prone to getting the fuck abused out of it.' 
 
    'It's not like the average peasant just keeps a random list of all his belongings in his shack. Someone with a licence has to come along and make heads and tails of everything if someone passes without the kind of paperwork the nobles and merchants would already have by virtue of their accounts. They charge for the latter situation, obviously. Damned vultures.' Nikolas rolled his eyes. 
 
    'Weird that Erolo wouldn't have someone on hand to sort that out for him, this being the case. I can understand a grunt-level watchman and some smugglers not having written wills—two of those people weren't likely to even be able to read, much less have anything that was worth laying out in a will—but Erolo was a noble...' 
 
    'Yes, hence my rapidly increasing suspicion. But this raises a question of my own. If you're only having access to the banking district now, how did you get paid out on what you were owed from that one man whose property you took?' 
 
    'I mean, Drought just threw the silver piece at me. As for the assets, same answer to a lot of the questions around here. The underground economy. You remember Cuff, Mickey's man? You're right in that he'll sometimes value stuff for people and find them buyers, but he'll also settle your books if you slip him enough coin. 
 
    'Very hush-hush. The old man's stuff in the room he was renting was only worth two silvers and ninety-three coppers, so Cuff just paid me that amount in full and then sold it all off himself. Nice guy.' 
 
    'Hmm. How much banking exactly gets done this way in the Lowers?' 
 
    'A lot. Cuff still gets to wear his greens because he's not been caught for anything yet, but none of the Blackclads have that option. People like him can handle smaller transactions like that. The Moneylenders' Guild sort of functions as the closest thing we have to a banking system down there. They’re who I normally use.' 
 
    'And you trust them for that?' Nikolas was incredulous. 
 
    'Honestly, yeah. Don’t get me wrong, if you don't keep a good track of how much you have in your accounts with them, you will find small amounts siphoned off to pay for booze money, but they're mostly reliable. Reputation is everything down there, and it only takes one accusation of fleecing to plant the seeds of doubt.' 
 
    'And then?' 
 
    'A bunch of blokes from the Lowers will just call the Moneylenders' bluff and start their own guild doing the same thing. Then the Dark Council would have to get involved. They'd either lot out separate territory and rules of operation or make them fight for it. 
 
    'Sometimes they'll even force disparate guilds to amalgamate, if they feel like there's been too much splintering. It's the balance between stopping monopolies and preventing a hundred and two gangs of idiots doing the same thing. Both are bad for business. The first one invites abuse, the second one gets messy fast with competition.' 
 
    'Right. I see the logic. Try to get this done as soon as possible, Viktor. Before you sit down with Rolt and pick her brains, even.' 
 
    'Hmm. Fine.' Viktor plucked the silvers, the letter, the Baron's pass, and the Erolo knife off the table, stuffing his pockets with them. 
 
    'I'll get on it and bring back what I find as quickly as is feasible.' 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four: The Book of Three 
 
    Early that same evening, the inscrutably heavy tome of black leather and gold inlay that was the Book of Three plonked down onto the desk. At the same time, a spark of lightning appeared in the sky outside, accompanied by a heavy torrent of thunder. 
 
    'Yeesh. It's getting a bit chaotic out there,' Heun commented from where he was lounging on Viktor's cot with a bowl of nuts in hand. 'Is this storm an exception or does this city normally hit storm season just as we're heading into spring?' 
 
    'It roughly starts in winter, then runs through until the end of spring. The winter storms rile the sea up more and are colder; the ones in spring kick up more wind and hail.' 
 
    'Yeah... It's kind of spooky. I don't suppose there's any way we can do this in the mess hall in the keep proper?' 
 
    'Afraid of ghosts, Heun?' Viktor asked without judgement as he pulled out an ink pot and a metal quill. 
 
    'I mean, I feel like I'm not supposed to admit fear in my capacity as a trainee knight, but freaking yes.' 
 
    'Relax, the haunt is contained to the lower sublevels for now. The Church will clean up the rest of the surge once they get here.' 
 
    'I mean, yeah, but ever since the curseling incident, it's still been bad enough that everything below the temp cells has been ordered into lockdown. We even moved all the prisoners up here to sublevel one in case they were possessed or something.' 
 
    Heun gestured to the cell next door to Viktor's office and made an emphatic gesture at the group of prisoners crowded inside. 
 
    'Fuck you! These fucking cells are overcrowded!' one of them shouted from where he was huddled uncomfortably between two other men. He made a rude gesture. 
 
    'Oh shut the hell up,' Heun groused and returned the middle finger. 'If we hadn't moved you up here, you would've gotten eaten by something.' 
 
    'Come in here and say that to my face, you little prick.' 
 
    'I wouldn't advise that, Stephen,' Viktor sighed as he struggled to heave the Book of Three open. To his horror the damn thing was somehow heavier than the last time he'd had to make an entry. He'd need two or three people to even open the damn thing. 
 
    . 
 
    'The boy's a fully trained squire that's on the edge of his knighthood. He could probably beat you unconscious in his sleep.' 
 
    'Fuck! You!' 
 
    'Stephen! Language! Calm down and behave like a normal person or no pudding tonight!' 
 
    That got Stephen's attention. He quickly shut up, along with every other prisoner in the block. Heun gave him a bemused look. 
 
    'They get pudding?' 
 
    'Only if they're non-serious offenders and only if they're good. But yes, I hear what you're saying about overcrowding. These aren't all the prisoners, by the way. Everyone below sublevel five got left to suck it up and deal with it. All I had Lukas do was move all the guys from sublevels two to five into sublevel one. Just to get them as far away from the haunt surge as possible. It's not really a good look if people who are only here awaiting trial get killed by ghosts.' 
 
    A fresh bout of anger went up at that. The two dozen or so watchmen that were milling around to make sure nothing funky happened in the unusually overcrowded cell block gave Viktor sour looks as they banged their cudgels against the cell bars threateningly. 
 
    'The prison industrial complex!' a man with a heavy lisp shouted from the middle of a cell that was so crowded men could only stand. 
 
    Viktor dug around the drawer for his reading glasses, ignoring the shouts. 
 
    'These conditions are inhumane!' 
 
    'Joshua, this is Adelstrad and you're in a fucking dungeon. Of course, the prison conditions are inhumane! Have you seen what the lower cells are even like, you stupid boy?' 
 
    'That doesn't make it better!' Joshua countered. 
 
    'No, but I'm also not in the fucking mood to receive complaints about my hospitality from ginger cutpurses that go out of their way to target old women and then somehow manage to be so bad at their job that they get the shit kicked out of them by those some geriatric old bags. 
 
    'For crying out loud, what was the name of the gang those old ladies had to have been a part of? Hell's Grannies?' 
 
    'Alleged cutpurse! Alleged! Also, swear! That's two coppers in the swear jar!' 
 
    'Pff. There's a swear jar? The prisoners get pudding and there's a swear jar!' Heun giggled into his hand. 
 
    Viktor sighed and pulled two coppers out, dumping them into a comically giant glass jar Amda had apparently used to store cadavers in at one point. He'd never found out why she needed to store cadavers in it, but he supposed that was besides the point. 
 
    'Yes, Heun. The well-behaved prisoners get pudding and there is a swear jar. There's also weekly therapy sessions with a priest from the Church Quarter, and we offer courses in woodwork and several other in-demand skills to prisoners interested in improving their career prospects once they've served their sentence. I pride myself on running a civilised dungeon, at least when I'm not horribly torturing people.'  
 
    Viktor sighed, finally finding his reading glasses in that one drawer that was always the last place he looked for shit. He adjusted them on his nose over his mask. 
 
    'Pff! What the fuck are those?' Heun snorted into his hand. 
 
    'My reading glasses?' Viktor said the words to Heun like the boy was senseless. 
 
    Which he was. 
 
    'Why are they pink?' Heun's back arched with laughter, and he dropped his bowl of nuts on the floor. 
 
    'I stole them off a twelve-year-old girl in the Middle because I'm too poor to get a pair made for myself.' Viktor huffed irately. He pulled at the chain of fake pearls that had been tied to the tips of the glasses in the case that they fell. 'Why the fuck do you think they're pink?' 
 
    'Swear!' Joshua accused, sticking a finger out of his cell. 'That's two swears!' 
 
    Viktor sighed and waved for Heun to toss him a copper. The boy did so, though he was barely able to throw it to Viktor seeing as he was in a pile on the floor, laughing hysterically. Viktor deposited them both in the jar, then idly noted down on a board that Stephen also owed him for the swear jar. 
 
    'There's a naughty board!' Heun screamed in delight, starting to go white and gasping for breath. He smothered his own face in the straw of the cot. 'There's a naughty board!' 
 
    'Yes, boy, there's a naughty board. How else am I supposed to keep track of who's been well behaved and attempted to better themselves as people and who's shanked their fellow inmates and smuggled red pixiedust in through false teeth? 
 
    'Normally it's bags that they've swallowed or lubed up and shoved into their anuses. But ever since Brandt came up with that bullshit, I have had no less than six fucking incidents of false teeth containing drugs! Six! Amda may as well go back to physician college and re-specialise in dentistry for all the false teeth she's had to take out!' 
 
    'Swear!' Stephen called after a moment's pause. 
 
    Viktor put two more coins in the swear jar, which had only been in the room for a week and yet by now was almost a quarter full. And only half of those coins had come from Viktor himself. 
 
    'Regardless, if you're done being unhelpful, I need a witness to record today's executions in the Book of Three.' Viktor's voice turned into an angry shout. 'That's the entire reason I brought you down here, Heun, you bloody mutation!' 
 
    'Swe—!' 
 
    'The word "bloody" is not a curse word, Joshua, and if you attempt to say otherwise again, I will punch all of your blood out of your body!' Viktor howled, sitting back down with Heun's laughter ringing in his ears. 
 
    Now that his mood was thoroughly ruined by the mockery Heun was making of the prison reforms he had implemented—reforms that were supposed to make the dungeons at least marginally less horrific—the last thing Viktor felt like doing was writing in the damn book. 
 
    He used both hands to push the stupid Book of Three closed and slowly slid it to the edge of the table in a huff. He no longer possessed the patience for the emotional shitshow that was logging down every idiot he had killed that day. 
 
    Almost as if by divine timing, the big metal door to the dungeons had one of its locks audibly undone. 
 
    The room went silent. All the prisoners and guards ceased their endless chatter as a second lock came undone. 
 
    Lightning and thunder flashed outside. 
 
    Then a third. A metal door bar screeched slowly along the lock mechanism, and an eerily rhythmic tapping noise started emanating from the door. The watchmen eyed one another nervously and slowly drew their spears down. 
 
    'Is that a'—Heun gulped—'ghost?' 
 
    Viktor said nothing, slowly reaching for his axe. One of the candles was blown out. 
 
    Another lock came undone. 
 
    'Heun. Get your fucking sword out.' 
 
    Heun drew steel. 'Will this even do anything?' he whispered as more lightning flashed outside. 
 
    'Probably not. But you'll look more dignified if you die with a sword in your hand.' 
 
    Harsh banging started to sound off against the door. The watchmen nervously pulled themselves into a formation as the prisoners started clamouring over one another to get to the corners of their cells that were the furthest away from the dungeon doors. 
 
    The banging intensified and a slow, angry wail started to fill the room. The watchmen clutched their spears in pale hands. Several of them were shaking. 
 
    The door finally lurched open. One man started to scream; that caused a cascade effect and soon all the prisoners were wailing in terror. One of the watchmen had gotten such a fright at the sudden noise that he'd accidentally jumped into another's arms. 
 
    'Viktor, you inconsiderate individual.' Amda said in a huff as she stormed into the dungeon. 'What have I told you about stealing my jars? I needed that one.' 
 
    'Oh, hold on. It's just Amda. False alarm,' Heun sighed in relief. 
 
    The screaming died down almost instantly. Except for the screaming coming from Viktor, who had been dreading this moment. 
 
    'I need it too, Amda! The dungeons are woefully underequipped as an apparatus of justice—' 
 
    'Would it have killed you to just ask me for a different jar instead of flushing the cadaver out of the one you stole?' Amda huffed. 'I walked into my office, ready to give several of the new medics a practical demonstration on how to treat haunt exposure, only to find a naked corpse on the floor surrounded by embalming fluid. It's like someone took the pickles out of the container and then just left with the container. There're corpse pickles all over my floor.' Amda crossed her arms in irritation. 
 
    'Wait, how were you planning to give them a demonstration on how to treat exposure on a corpse? Wouldn't you need to use a living human suffering from it?' 
 
    'Viktor, I'm a physician. I don't need to explain anything to anyone that doesn't also have the word "Physician" in front of their name. I didn't spend seven years in evil medical school to not develop a god complex at least a little.' A rare amount of testiness entered Amda's tone. 
 
    'But yes, to answer your question, the plan was to just cart it down here and let it sit in the lower sublevels for a while. I figured the corpse would at least catch a little bit of ghostiness.' 
 
    'You'd be right, but not in the way you think. You know ghosts down here love to possess corpses, right? And I don't mean just a little bit, I mean full-on possession. By my reckoning, it's at least ten times easier for them than possession of a living person.' 
 
    'How could you know that?' Amda mewled, running a hand along her mask and up her face. 
 
    'Because Lukas used to have three pet gerbils that he managed to lose down here. We searched for a week and found nothing. Then a few days after that, their reanimated corpses attempted to enter my mouth while I was sleeping and devour me from the inside. The same goes for the occasional rat that dies down here. You always have to beware of mouth-rats in the dungeons.' 
 
    'Look, just give me back my damn jar so that I can pretend to know something about possession to my trainee medics.' 
 
    'No, it's my jar now. I stole it, so it belongs to me.' 
 
    'An interesting philosophy, arsehole,' Joshua snarked, peering at the sign above his overcrowded cell that had his name written next to the word "thief". 
 
    'That's another copper for the swear jar, Joshua.' Viktor marked that down. 'And the difference is that I'm prettier than you, so I'm allowed to be a hypocrite.' 
 
    'Oh yes, Viktor. You're very pretty.' Amda eyed his pink reading glasses dryly. 'Are you wearing those to look cute for your boyfriend tonight, or is it more that you're trying to find one in the first place?' 
 
    A batch of vindictive laughter went up from the inmates and more than one watchman at that. 
 
    'Why such a dickhead this evening, Physician Ordo?' 
 
    'I liked that jar!' 
 
    'All right, fine. Tell you what. I'll trade you the jar for this spare notebook filled with yummy, yummy scribbles and brief observations of everything I know about the haunt. The executioner before me wrote most of it, but I got bored after a while and decided to keep the log updated. Kindly disregard all the dicks I drew in the margins.' 
 
    Viktor pulled a small grey tome out of his desk, held the soft spine in one hand and riffled the pages with the other. 
 
    'Smell that, Amda? Old book. It's good.' He waved the paperback around the way you might tease a dog with a treat. 
 
    The reaction was brilliant and immediate. Amda's eyes landed on the book like a starving wolf seeing a steak and followed it around hungrily as Viktor shifted it in his hands. 
 
    'I liked that jar...' she huffed quietly, trying not to make it obvious how much she wanted the book. 
 
    'Okay, I'll give it back then, if you don't want to trade—' 
 
    'I didn't say that.' She snatched the book out of his hands, eyes gleaming with the hunger for knowledge. Then she thought about it and issued him an incredibly pathetic punch in the shoulder; he barely felt it. 'Just ask me for things next time, you schnitzel. I'd have gladly given you another jar to use that wasn't filled with a dead person.' 
 
    'I love you too, Amda.' 
 
    Amda blushed like a tomato around the corners of her mask and hit his arm a few more times. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five: The Darker Depths 
 
    'I must say, executioner, I find myself impressed that you are able to come down into these cells on a regular basis,' Father Stendeval observed quietly as they walked. 
 
    He was a slimmer man who spoke quietly enough that Viktor sometimes missed a lot of what he was saying. His voice was silk-like from years of experience as an orator: soothing to the sound and at once disturbingly tranquil. Viktor got the sense that Stendeval had a voice that would easily carry far across a room without breaking tenor if he wanted it to. 
 
    Viktor peered a little behind himself at the smaller man, trying his best to hide the fact that he was scrutinising the priest in the green torchlight. The purest white robes that Father Stendeval wore over his armour—much like the other templars—and his conspicuously rusted helmet of jagged iron hid everything save for the Father's blue eyes, bright with intelligence and some inner draw. 
 
    The other templars' clanking boots wrought an echo along the lower cells that put Viktor on edge. One of them wearing an iron mask that had three sets of eyeholes cut into it might have given Viktor a look as he traced his gaze along the man's iron gauntlets. 
 
    He'd never seen a templar up close before, but he wasn't exactly sure what the extra eyes on everybody but Stendeval was all about. Maybe the fewer eyes you had, the higher up the rank chain you were. He turned his head back to the front, trying to ignore the clank. 
 
    'The first time I came down here, I think I might have lost a little bit of my soul out of my mouth for all I screamed,' Viktor admitted. 'After a while, you sort of get used to it. Or at least you learn to become angry rather than scared.' 
 
    'It's good that you say this. The Order teaches that fear, pain, and anger are all one and the same.' Stendeval had a bit of a smile in his voice. 'The last is a reaction to the first two. Something to be wielded.' 
 
    'Maybe. I'll be forthright that I'm not a particularly religious man, Father.' 
 
    'A brave thing to admit to a priest on the best of days. Least of all one heading a squad of templars.' Stendeval's tone was surprisingly unjudgmental. 
 
    'I'm a Blackclad, Father. Your Grand Cathedral wouldn't let me in even if I did think there were any gods worth praying to.' 
 
    'God,' said one of the templars, a little testily, with a voice that sounded a little filtered through his helmet. 'There is only one.' 
 
    'Alexandrios, do not take such a tone with our host. Not all are converted to the true faith quite as readily as others,' Stendeval admonished gently, then levelled what might have been an apologetic tilt of his head at Viktor. 
 
    'Forgive Brother Alexandrios, executioner. He is passionate, in his mandate to hunt and purge the heretic and the unhuman.' 
 
    'It's fine. Just make sure he doesn't touch anything down here. That goes for all of you, at least for now. Depending on which cells you want to take a look at, I may need to disarm traps in the doors. This is only sublevel six, but going further down the mechanisms becomes as dangerous as the haunt.' 
 
    'I shall defer to you in this, executioner.' 
 
    'Just Viktor is fine.' 
 
    'Then I insist you call me Stendeval.' 
 
    'Right.' 
 
    A ghostly wail penetrated the conversation. Many of the templars pulled their maces and shields into fighting stances. 
 
    'Don't worry too much about that,' Viktor sighed. 'We call that ambient haunt. That's not really the problem you're here to solve, and, not to be a dick about it, but I'm not sure the ambience can be exorcised.' 
 
    'The faith is more than capable of purifying these passages,' Alexandrios said, this time a little bit more cautious than aggressive. 'Is it normally that bad?' 
 
    'No, normally it's worse. The surge happened a few weeks ago, as you were all told. I filed a report on any symptoms experienced with the Captain, as did most of the watchmen and some medical staff. Did you not get it?' 
 
    'We did,' Stendeval said neutrally. 'Some of the findings were a little hard to believe. I suppose one of our concerns is that we might need to perform a closer analysis in order to be certain which of the phenomena were real and which may have been a result of, I believe the Captain's wording was "combat stress". Though he said it while telling us emphatically it wasn't.' 
 
    'Well, here's an example of your "combat stress".' Viktor sighed and pulled a small box of tinder out, shaking it around. 
 
    'We use the green flames down here. I think the physician said they're green pixiedust mixed with glowbug blood. The refined smokestone or any other kind of fuel derived from red pixiedust reacts poorly with the residents.' 
 
    Viktor struck a match against his vest and lit some of the smokestone tinder. It immediately erupted in a bright red glow that smelt like some unholy mix of rubber, death, and the things you hated most about yourself. The smoke was a sickly blue colour, and the fire sparked and stained his hands with the colour of the fumes. 
 
    He let the flame take the rest of the box, then dropped it to the ground.  
 
    Immediately, the shadows in the room tilted and took on the visage of a writhing pile of bodies, screaming silently along the walls and moving as if they were being burnt alive. The templars didn't quite jump in shock, which was impressive by itself. They did raise their weapons up higher. Others struck the sign of the Stone God by pressing their index and middle fingers together, then to their hearts, then to their foreheads. 
 
    Stendeval's blue eyes widened a little as he watched the shadows slowly start to develop horns and swirl into a whirlpool. Viktor killed the flame with his boot. 
 
    'Ironic, neh? The same stuff we use in the heating mechanisms in every building in this city so that we don't all freeze solid during the winter, and it attracts ghost like moths to a candlelight. I don't know if that's normal.' 
 
    'No, it's not,' Stendeval said after a pause Viktor might have thought was a bit too long if he had been a suspicious man. 'Is it only the smokestone that causes this reaction?' 
 
    'We don't get much shatterstone up here, nor do we really have any need to blast the stuff off. But yeah, similar reaction according to the few tests the physicians have run on both the refined shatterstone and the blue pixiedust that goes into it. 
 
    'What of salvestone?' 
 
    'Couldn't say. The torches burn a mix partially made of raw green dust. I don't think there's anything too refined in it. I do know that saying they simply "burn green pixiedust" might be a little misleading. The mix we use on the torches down here is like ninety percent glowbug blood mixed with a half dozen other chemicals and reagents I forget the names of.' 
 
    'Why add the salvestone then?' Alexandrios tilted his head at Viktor, himself looking for all the world like an iron beetle with the extra eyes in his helmet. 
 
    'The executioner before me was a man by the name of Radec. Now, he died of old age, but before he did, he was deeply fucking paranoid one of the ghosts down here would get him. So he started performing illegal experiments with whatever materials he could get smuggled in, trying to find a way to shield the place or at least keep his arse alive. By chance, he happened to come to the conclusion that the mixture calmed things down when applied around the keep.' 
 
    'And this man was never brought to us or the Guild of Alchemists for these illegal experiments? Dabbling in the arcane without the express permission of the Church is a crime punishable by excruciation,' Alexandrios bristled. 
 
    'This was during Drought's time. You know as well as I do that no holy men were ever allowed down here when he was still around. No alchemists either, unless they were paying Drought for the privilege. 
 
    'Safe to say, none of them did. The theory goes that the healing properties of the green dust calms the spooks down a little. Radec had all the torches put up, and the watchmen that knew him said they noticed a difference. No one's ever been stupid enough to try taking them down to see if it's not just confirmation bias.' 
 
    'And who makes the fuel for these torches?' Stendeval asked. 
 
    'The physicians, mostly.' 
 
    'They continue to manufacture an unknown substance derived from randomly bottling chemicals together and burning them?' The tranquillity in the man's voice was disrupted a little at that, and Viktor found himself sighing. 
 
    'Yes, if only for the fact that, as far as we've been able to determine, it's a necessary thing to keep the surges down. The evidence is all anecdotal, but the effectiveness seems to be in the area of reducing ghost activity by as much as ten percent. Given what you've just seen from a small tinder box worth of smokestone, I'm sure you'll agree we need all the help we can get.' 
 
    'I can concede this much...' Stendeval watched the pool of black ghosts fade into nothing. 'At least until our arrival.' 
 
    Right. Sure. 
 
    'Besides, Radec either hid all of his research journals so well that no one was ever able to find them or never wrote anything down in the first place. The physicians have only ever been able to approximate a mixture by what he told them second-hand, and I looked extensively. The only thing I ever found was a few pages in a grey journal going down common symptoms of possession and some treatments that seemed to alleviate them.' 
 
    'Would you allow us to see this journal?' 
 
    'The physicians keep it most of the time. I think Physician Ordo is normally primarily in charge of overseeing treatment of haunt infected. I haven't seen it in months,' Viktor lied with ease that might have been worrying to a normal person. 
 
    Now the chain of dishonesty was complete, the cycle of revenge was complete. Amda would have to be the one to explain to the templars why the seemingly innocuous grey book was covered in drawings of penises and other rude imagery, as well as a short treatise he'd written on why the Baron should be legally obliged to provide every man in Adelstrad with a buxom wench to wile the days away with, and why he should throw all the ugly wenches as well as people with slightly different skin hues than the average Adelstradian into a death pit.  
 
    No one calls me a schnitzel. 
 
    'Is that...smell normal?' Alexandrios asked as the walk resumed. 
 
    'Strange odours are pretty normal from here downwards, but that specific smell has permeated this entire sublevel ever since Milletra got killed by that fucking curseling. It's gotten so bad that, for medical reasons, we've had to move a few of the less sturdy prisoners from these cells up a little bit. Poor sods kept vomiting on their own clothes or passing out. Which has caused its own set of problems. Keeping the sublevels so heavily segregated by severity of crime is as much for security's sake as it is for the prisoners' own safety. You can't have the pickpockets slumming it with the serial killers.' 
 
    'And on the way down you said this level houses moderate offenders?' Stendeval asked. 
 
    'Yup. Blokes in for a third or fourth brawling offence, knife crimes that didn't wind up in a fatality, extortion, intimidation, smuggling, or drug offences. Stuff that's worth shoving them into a hole for a few years or months, but that's not worth going out of your way to clamp each individual inmate to the walls of their cells like we do once you hit the serious offenders.' 
 
    'Hmm. I must say, Viktor, you're awfully knowledgeable about the cells. And for a matter of interest, should not the head jailor be the one guiding us down here? Is he occupied with the prisoners that've been moved?' 
 
    'Yup. But you're also speaking to him. The Upper Keep hasn't had a formal head jailor in three decades. Captain Drought wanted to save on costs, so he made Radec pull double duty. Part of the reason the old man eventually ratted Drought out to the Baron. Poor sod wouldn't have been forced to come down here so regularly if it weren't for Drought.' 
 
    'You and Captain Drought did not see eye to eye, I take it.' 
 
    'None of his executioners ever saw eye to eye with Drought. If it were up to me, I would've thrown that fool in the deepest sublevels of his own dungeon and kept him alive for as long as was possible. Sometimes an execution is just too fucking quick.' 
 
    'Hmm. You remind me of another one of my templars when he's woken up on the wrong side of the bed.' 
 
    'One of your templars reminds me of myself regardless of which side of the bed I woke up on. We're here. Sublevel six, Block B. Cell number two-four-two. It's not numbered on the door, given that the door was torn off its hinges, but I'm sure you can tell from the trail of ink leading out of the second one on the left where exactly Milletra got dead.' 
 
    Viktor tapped the wall with his free hand. He led them into a corridor where the stench had gotten so bad that a handful of the templars had to temporarily take their six-eyed helmets off to tie bits of wet cloth around their mouths and noses. 
 
    A few eyes widened at the various articles of gore and viscera still lying around. Pieces of flesh and bone taken off injured guardsmen—left here in the haste to evacuate—as well as a constant drip of disgusting black ink that was still constantly coming from the inside of Milletra's cell. 
 
    A thin sheet of rust had covered every metal door in the passage, mould was growing on the stone, and the entire corridor was filled with the sound of angry screaming, or perhaps it was the sound of anguish. They were sort of beyond the sense of hearing, but not so distant that the men couldn't feel it inside their skulls. 
 
    The worst part was that disgustingly heavy breathing that he felt on either side of his head. Filtered through eighteen different layers of sound, like it was coming out of a bucket inside a rainstorm. 
 
    He might've imagined it, but for the barest second, he thought he saw something move on the ground. Then his vision adjusted to where the torches had gone dark and fallen to the floor—either from the haunt or because they'd been accidentally knocked over during the fray—and he realised it must have just been a trick of the light reflecting off the rotting, half-smeared orb that was all that was left of Lukas's eyeball. 
 
    The stench was overwhelming. The only reason Viktor wasn't vomiting was because he'd asked Amda to lend him his own salvestone-dipped rag to stuff under his hood. 
 
    Speaking of rags... 
 
    On the one hand, it was nice to see that the Church templars weren't all secretly either disguised goblins or shamblebrasses—which had been the rumour among the keep for a while. Instead, they were merely an array of men who'd shaved themselves bald and tattooed the Templarite symbol on their faces. 
 
    A thick, black "T" ran up the tip of their nose, over their foreheads, and cornered off at the outer edge of their eyebrows. Each also had a black "X" tattooed under each eye and under his chin. 
 
    It didn't escape Viktor's notice that Stendeval and Alexandrios didn't feel the need to take their helmets off and don cloths for whatever reason. 
 
    'I'm surprised the smell doesn't bother you.' 
 
    'I'm something of a veteran of exorcisms. I've dealt with far worse than some of the newer initiates in my order,' Stendeval gestured to the men behind him. 
 
    'Hmm. I hadn't realised this was going to be one of those "learn on the job" things. You sure you don't think this should be handled be a squad of more seasoned templars, Stendeval?' 
 
    'Better to let the initiates see for themselves what they might have to deal with. If needs be, I can always order the situation escalated at the cathedral and have another batch of more experienced men sent in.' 
 
    'Easy for you to say. You aren't the one in charge of operating these dungeons while the Church takes its time figuring out the correct way to make a spook go away.' 
 
    'Watch your to—' Alexandrios began, only for Stendeval to silence him with a hand. 
 
    'Peace, Alexandrios. The executioner is within his rights to be displeased. Viktor, I'll do all I can to ensure the haunt here is resolved, or at least brought to more acceptable levels.' 
 
    'Talk is cheap and God doesn't exist, Father Stendeval. Either way, this is the exact location of death. Left completely undisturbed since the initial curseling attack. The body of the ink monkey might still be around here somewhere. Or at least whatever puddle is left of it. 
 
    'There aren't any trap mechanisms in this corridor, but don't try to open any of the cell doors from the inside. They won't open and even if you somehow managed to force the doors open, you'll probably activate the flood mechanism and wind up drowning to death.' Viktor jangled a set of keys about meaningfully. 'Better let me open the doors up for you if any of them get stuck.' 
 
    'Thank you, Viktor. Now then, all of you were taught to handle situations like this. Show me that you remember.' He turned and addressed the men behind him with a slightly sterner voice. 'Tell me the first steps.' 
 
    'Close the site of a manifestation down, make sure the situation is stable or at least not prone to get any worse,' Alexandrios muttered, as if it were the thousandth time he were saying the words. 'Then gather information and dismantle any materials or apparitions that might actively escalate the flow of the Other.' 
 
    The Other? Viktor felt his attention pick up, even as he tried to act like he wasn't listening in. The other what? 
 
    'Correct. This site has been relatively dormant for a few weeks, but how can we be sure it'll stay that way? Fan out and search the corridor and the adjacent cells. Make sure they're clean, then establish a paradigm on the main cell before you enter.' 
 
    Paradigm? 
 
    The terminology must have been more familiar to the templars than him, seeing as they immediately started clanging doors open all over the corridor, going in with their heavy maces and clumps full of burning incense. 
 
    'I don't suppose there's a prisoner manifest we can take a look at?' Alexandrios asked, busy drawing a symbol of something along one of the walls in white chalk. 
 
    'I've got it right here.' Viktor pulled another black tome from his side. 'This entire cell block was empty except for a few other prisoners. Both this entire corridor and the ones near it were empty. It says here the Captain had wanted Milletra kept in isolation.' 
 
    Viktor let Alexandrios pore over the book, balancing it on a knee for the templar and keeping half an eye on him to make sure he didn't accidentally dirty any of the maps or notes. 
 
    'Were you present while the smuggler was detained?' Alexandrios asked, taking the lead. 
 
    Stendeval quietly leaned against a wall with his arms crossed, seemingly in the midst of meditation.  
 
    'Initially, yes, but I had other work to get done at the time and spent most of that evening interrogating other prisoners. Captain Lauter wanted Milletra kept in solitary to stew. The plan was for him to have a more polite chat with her himself.' 
 
    'So, she was alone when she died?' 
 
    'There was a guard outside—Sergeant Lukas Bannervint—and he reported screaming a little into the morning of the 16th. He went to open the door, but he found it locked from the inside and then him and the other man with him—I don't know who that was—went to go find someone with more shine on their uniforms. I should note that it's not normally possible for the cell doors to lock from the inside.' 
 
    'Did he mention any strange feelings? Sounds, smells, an odd sensation of familiarity? Anything out of the ordinary?' The impatience had left Alexandrios's voice, replaced with cold clarity. 
 
    'Not something I keep here. The Captain will have shown you any witness statements he had on hand. All I can say is that the entire situation took less than half an hour from start to finish, and most of the watchmen spent that time screaming terror. At least the ones in the dungeons.' 
 
    'Right. And were there any surges immediately before the inkling attack?' 
 
    'Yes, a big one. It's almost impossible for us to give accurate timing, but something strange happened in the day or so before Milletra died. Clocks went backwards, the walls bled. Several men, including myself, wound up wandering the halls for a few minutes, only to bump into another squad and find out we'd been missing for hours.' 
 
    Stendeval's helmet turned to regard Viktor at that. Not sharply, but not with boredom either. 'If you had to estimate, how long did the men who weren't displaced say the displaced ones were gone for?' 
 
    'Longest was myself. Seven hours. I stepped out of whatever I was in, the Captain's search party found me, and we got the hell out of the cells for a while. The Captain ordered a lockup, then everything died down a little. We got the all-clear to get back to normal work. I went down into one of the cells I use as a temp office. The next thing I know, I've got Watchmen Maxwell and Rosh rushing in to tell me my smuggler is fucking dead.' 
 
    Viktor eyed one of the circles two of the templars were drawing on the wall. He didn't recognise the symbols they were drawing inside—weird flowing things that made him think of eyes—but the creepy part was that they'd apparently done these enough times they could evidently draw the circles freehand. 
 
    'What exactly is the point of the chalk and the incense here?' 
 
    'I'm not able to answer that,' Alexandrios said sternly. 
 
    'Able, or permitted?' 
 
    Surprisingly, that got a chuckle out of Stendeval. 'Are you curious about our work, executioner?' 
 
    'Obviously,' Viktor sighed snottily. 
 
    'I'm not surprised, nor do I blame you. The uninitiated perhaps like to use the term "witchcraft" to define any magic, especially the kind they don't like. I know some among even my own order do not appreciate the presence of the alchemists and corpse-preservers in this city. We might be accused somewhat of allowing superstition to fester. 
 
    'After all, 'tis best to keep proscribed knowledge from the hands of those who would abuse it. The truth is that when a templar tells you he is hunting a witch, he means that he is hunting someone that has knowingly and willingly given up something of great value to themselves—up to and including their very soul—to a malefic entity in exchange for powers beyond the ken of normal men.' 
 
    'Father,' Alexandrios hissed. 'Forgive my impertinence, but you should not be sayi—' 
 
    'Peace, Alexandrios. The good executioner has revealed much of his own profession to us, perhaps more than you may think if you know what to listen for. It would hardly hurt to repay some of his own trust in kind.' 
 
    '...I suppose,' Alexandrios sighed. 
 
    'The chalk is to, let us say, channel certain energies, Viktor,' Stendeval said. 'The Stone God has ordained in his holy books that uninterrupted, pure white lines formed with neat purpose separate harmful magics from harmless magics. The incense is used to help draw the haunt, as you call it, into specific portions of the circles and trap it there.' 
 
    'And the symbols?' 
 
    'Err,' Stendeval tilted his head, no doubt carefully considering what he would be wise in revealing. 
 
    'As you say, you are not a churchgoing man, but if you spent time at the cathedral, you would know that the symbols correspond to certain tenets and doctrines of the Book of Stone. I will say that you may think of it as further dividing trapped magics into parts that are easier to identify, and if needed, destroy.' 
 
    At that, one of the incense sticks a templar was waving around a circle on the floor exploded in his hand and his sleeve caught fire. The man yelped and backed away in a hurry, hastily patting the flame out. 
 
    Interesting. Even as he was doing that, he seemed much more concerned with where his feet were being positioned as he back away. Very careful not to disturb or even touch the chalk. 
 
    'Gren, watch the pushback. The Other—' Alexandrios turned to regard Viktor. 'The haunt is strong here, and it's subdividing.' 
 
    'How can you tell?' Viktor asked. 
 
    'What?' 
 
    'How can you tell that the "Other" is subdividing here? A blind man could see that the place is haunted, but it's not like the chalk is glowing or something. Can you feel it or something?' 
 
    Stendeval chuckled good-naturedly again and touched his nose. 'You're a curious one, aren't you, Viktor? I see that there isn't much that gets past you.' 
 
    'I think a lot of the time people assume I'm smarter than I am,' Viktor lied. 'You'd be astonished how often dumb interest and sarcasm get mistaken for intelligence.' 
 
    'As you say.' Stendeval's tone made it clear he didn't believe him. 'And you say these tomes Radec wrote were never found?' Stendeval worked his shoulders but kept his arms crossed loosely. 'I do wonder where they might have gone. You know, if they existed in the first place.' 
 
    'If they did, and you're implying what I think you're implying, I wouldn't be stupid enough to keep them around in the Upper Keep. Men have had their limbs lopped off and their torsos burnt at the stake for that.' 
 
    'For less,' Alexandrios said with a hint of bitterness in his tone. The templars surrounded a slightly more troublesome circle with incense and started chanting in a language that was neither Dogspeak nor Theronlian. 'For much, much less.' 
 
    One of the green torches exploded and a ghostly wail swept through the corridor, strong enough to almost knock several men—Viktor included—off their feet. 
 
    The entire corridor went cold in an instant. Viktor had to pull his hand off the wall from where he'd been trying to steady himself as a thin sheet of ice covered the entire surface. 
 
    He looked up and saw a smoky haze flittering in and out of existence above the circle Gren had made. The man pushed another handful of incense into the area above the circle, only for a hand made out of ghostly smoke to grab him by the wrist and pull him inside it. 
 
    'Grab him!' Stendeval shouted. 'Do not let it take him into the circle. Gren, what have I told you about the boundaries? Even a pinkie finger accidentally slipped in can be fatal!' 
 
    Two templars hastily grabbed Gren and pulled him out of the circle just as another shadowy hand lashed out at the spot his head had been. 
 
    Viktor sighed, standing and backing away a little. 
 
    Alexandrios shouldered past him and put both of his arms up, as if he were gesturing to something above himself, then lowered his head and started chanting in the same unknown language. 
 
    Three more templars followed suit, forming an almost perfect square around the circle. The other four in the squad got to work drawing more chalk lines; the previous lines were beginning to blacken and smoke in areas. 
 
    'And is this normal?' Viktor asked Stendeval, who by now had left the wall and approached the ring of templars. He was not yet ready to intervene, but was closer in case his students botched whatever they were doing.. 
 
    'It can be. The forces of the arcane are varied and strange, and there is perhaps no single rule that applies to all of them. But ghosts always maintain a semblance, however tiny, of their former selves. This one is angry.' 
 
    'Viktor!' a familiarly shrill voice rang out and echoed off the halls. 'Do not think I have forgotten you! Do not think you are safe from me!' 
 
    Oh, for fuck's sake. 
 
    Viktor sighed, working his axe between his hands as the smoke turned a little greener and coalesced into a vaguely humanoid shape in the centre of the circle. 
 
    'Hello, Milletra. How's life? Well, un-life, anyway. You know what I mean.' 
 
    The snark earned him another shrill shriek. Milletra's ghostly, smoky outline started to solidify into a much more unsightly shade of snot green, notably lacking legs and instead floating around on a trail of smoke emanating from her torso. 
 
    Milletra fought to be free of the circle, dark-clawed fists banging fruitlessly against the edges of the imaginary wall above the chalk and further blackening the lines with whatever evil, demonic juice she was full of. 
 
    The woman had always been full of some kind of piss and vinegar. But now this was starting to get a bit much. He could handle attitude, but he drew the line at evil, demonic juice. 
 
    'Shouldn't you be enjoying the afterlife?' he said drolly. 'Out of curiosity, is it an endless cycle of reincarnation, or do we all just float about in a non-existent black void for all eternity? Is there a harem waiting for me if I'm good and/or blow up enough schools?' 
 
    'It's hell! I am trapped in a hell of my darkest nightmares and it's your fault!' Milletra screeched. 
 
    'My child, I know your anger,' Stendeval said gently. 'It is the witch's curse that keeps you tormented. Allow us to bring relief to your soul—' 
 
    Viktor put a hand on the man's shoulder before he could finish, then stepped forward towards the circle and pointedly ignored the disapproving look he got in return. 
 
    He hadn't thought it was possible to converse with the dead like this—that it was just an old wives' tale—but now that what was left of Milletra was right in front of him and he had nine witnesses, he might as well milk her for what she was worth. 
 
    'Who was it that killed you, Milletra? Blame me all you want, but I didn't put that cursed amulet on you. Who is the witch? Who hired you to smuggle the dust in? Who were they working with? Where did you get it?' 
 
    'I will tell you nothing!' Milletra howled. 'You murdered my daughter! My daughter!' 
 
    Alexandrios turned and gave Viktor a look at that. He waved the man off with a gesture that was a rough approximation of, "I'll explain it later." 
 
    'All I did was my job.' Viktor stuck a finger out at her. 'The Baron was the one who ordered your daughter killed. I'm a Blackclad too, Milletra. I didn't have a choice. What was I supposed to do? Refuse? I would have got put onto the stake with her, then some other poor random sod would have been forced to kill us both.  
 
    'The Baron wouldn't be above making one of his courtiers trot down to the Lowers, pick a random Brownie out of the crowd and make him do it. It's happened before. I had no choice that didn't wind up in someone's day getting fucked up.' 
 
    Now came the part where he laid it on thick. 
 
    'And I don't think you did, either. I think whoever it was that got you to bring that dust in forced you to do it.' 
 
    Milletra's apparition grew a mouth and licked its lips, which he knew was a gesture she performed in life when she was feeling uneasy. 
 
    'It makes no difference. The spell's tied me to your miserable dungeon. I'm trapped here forever.' 
 
    'You need not be,' Stendeval began. 'We can help you if only you cease fighting—' 
 
    'Milletra, so help me, motherfucking Stone God. If you don't tell me what I want to know right now, I'll kill every templar in this corridor and hide their bodies where no one will find them.' Viktor ran a thumb along his axe until it bled. 
 
    'Then I'll do the same with every squad they send in after this lot. That cell you died in? I will throw every corpse in there and I'll keep it lit with smokestone constantly. I will drown you in as many ghosts and as much alchemical poison as I can get my hands on. Your spirit will haunt this dungeon forever. Every executioner after me will be taught to always keep your soul in constant torment much worse than what you're going through now.' 
 
    Two of the templars regarded him warily, then pulled their maces out and started to inch towards him in case he decided to try something. Stendeval mildly gestured for them to halt. He himself didn't move, but the way his posture shifted suggested he was ready to. 
 
    'I think you'll find us harder to kill than that, Viktor. Let's all just be calm.' 
 
    'Do you agree with him, Milletra? You know me. You know that I'm always as good as my word. Do you think I'm not capable of killing these templars? Do you think I don't have ways to hurt a ghost?' 
 
    Milletra licked her lips again and shifted a little bit further towards the centre of the circle away from Viktor. 
 
    Cowardice. Sheer cowardice. That had always been her weakness. She talked tough when she had the upper hand, but he hadn't been strictly lying when he said that he suspected there was an element of coercion in her working for DeWinter. 
 
    'If you tell me what you know, I might let them exorcise you.' 
 
    'Not good enough,' Milletra snapped. 'I may or may not have been forced, and maybe you were working for the Baron, but it was still your hands that lit the fire that killed my daughter.' 
 
    'Fine. I'll sweeten the pot. If you tell me and the templars everything you know, so that they can carry the message to the Captain with not one lie or wilful admission mixed in, I'll step inside the circle. You can taste of my axe and fight this out against my blade.' 
 
    Milletra's shade tilted its head at him. Then he thought she might have grown horribly oversized, sickly red eyes that bled down the smoke that made up her torso. 
 
    'Absolutely not!' Stendeval's voice raised for the first time. 'Viktor, a pact made with a ghost can be almost as binding as one signed with a demon. The consequences if you go against your word would be horrific. There's no possibility that I might allow—' 
 
    'Fine, Viktor,' Milletra said finally, with a sneer. 'If you give me your word that you won't just run the moment I tell you what you want to know, I'll agree to tear you apart.' 
 
    'No—!' Stendeval protested. 
 
    'Does not the Book of Stone command that you abhor the serf who thinks himself the equal of his masters? The Captain would have told you what's going on when he filled you in, and you would have heard the rumours from the Red Court about the allegations floating around against Hulkreug DeWinter. I'm not the only person to ask the question of who the hell could produce the money to pay for the dust. You know as well as I do, Father Stendeval, that this entire city is at risk of burning itself to the ground. What's one possessed body against preventing that?' 
 
    Stendeval said nothing for a few moments, deep in thought. 
 
    'Father, you can't be considering—' Alexandrios began. 
 
    'The executioner's fate is his own. It's only one more body to exercise the foulness from. But you, ghost'—he stuck a hand out at Milletra, anger filling his voice properly now—'will not trouble him outside the circle. If I cover his axe in holy water and he dispels you, your bond will require that you never pursue Viktor or attempt anything to harm him.' 
 
    'Fine. I agree to these terms,' Milletra sneered, a mouth forming from the smoke and turning into a bitter grin, unnaturally wide and filled to the brim with teeth. 'I hope you've kept in fighting shape, Viktor.' 
 
    Milletra peered at her hand as it blackened and took on a more solid form, claws extending further until they were as long as her hand. 'I've had nothing to do down here except contemplate everyone that's wronged me and what I'll do to them if I ever get out.' 
 
    Stendeval pulled Viktor's nicer axe out of his hands and started chanting again, gesturing for several other templars to join him. He produced a small flask of water that smelt a bit strange to Viktor and coated the blade in it. 
 
    'You used to revel in using your bulk to bully my men and me. I wonder if you'll still be so sure of yourself when I'm pulling your guts out.' 
 
    'First thing's first, trollop. Tell me what you know.' 
 
    'Hulkreug DeWinter is the one that hired me to smuggle the dust into the city, and Olga DeWinter was acting as his liaison.' 
 
    Fucking called it. 
 
    'Write that down. At least three of you write that down. Make sure you add your names and your initials too, and don't forget the date. If she kills me, I want all of this taken to the Captain.' 
 
    A few of the templars nodded and, for lack of any parchment to scribble on, pulled their shields onto their knees and starting scrawling. 
 
    'How did you get it in?' 
 
    'Through the Lower gate, hidden in two dozen other shipments of various things. Grain is the standard trick, but fertiliser and hay works too. Not to mention the false compartments we put in all our wagons. Hulkreug's men made sure to keep the customs checks cursory, but then Lower Captain Abel became suspicious when the amount of reported contraband dipped significantly lower than was normal. That old fool cottoned on faster than had been expected.' 
 
    'And then?' 
 
    'What do you think, idiot? DeWinter had him killed. Then we had to smuggle the rest in through the tunnels while him and the Baron were playing musical chairs with who could keep their stooge in the Lower Keep Captain's office.' 
 
    'Which fucking tunnels?' 
 
    'The ones that run from under the Rat's Ass to the outside of the city,' Milletra sighed. 
 
    'And the Middle? Was it Soltkin that let you in?' 
 
    'Yes. She didn't need much convincing either.' 
 
    'What was the plan for the dust?' 
 
    'You think DeWinter would be stupid enough to tell me? I only know what I can guess. I have no idea what he might try now that you caught the shipment.' 
 
    'Don't lie to me.' 
 
    'She can't,' Alexandrios said. 'The pact is binding. You're not attuned to such things but I felt the contract fall into place. She can only tell you the truth, as you stipulated.' 
 
    'Is that correct, Stendeval?' 
 
    The man didn't cease his chanting and almost seemed to be in a trance, but he nodded his head even as the words of the weird language flowed out of his mouth. 
 
    Viktor felt a breeze flow through the tunnels. Not cold, like the haunt of death. A little warmer, pleasant. 
 
      
 
    'What was Rolt's motivation? What is Hulkreug planning? Where's the witch?' 
 
    'Soltkin's motivation is that she's insane,' Milletra snapped. 'Hulkreug, as far as I was ever able to assume, wanted to use the dust to blow up the Crimson Palace. I'm not even sure he even knew what he was dealing with. I don't know who the witch is. I didn't know there was one until it killed me. Olga made me wear the amulet as insurance.' 
 
    Fuck's sake. 
 
    'And you just let her put a random magical amulet on you? Without heed for the consequences?' 
 
    'She said it was only a tracking spell, there to make sure I didn't get near anyone that I might be able to blab to.' 
 
    'And you believed her?' 
 
    'The money was too good not to.' 
 
    'How much? Where is it?' 
 
    'Twenty gold cubes. Again, hidden under the Rat's Ass. At least the five she paid me as a signing bonus should still be. Unless my men have already torn them out of the hole I hid them in.' 
 
    'Which hole?' 
 
    'This is taking too long,' Milletra snapped. 'It's directly under my office, twenty-nine metres or so down. I want to kill you, Viktor.' Milletra's face took on a more demonic appearance, eyes thinning into black slits. 
 
    'Suck it up.' 
 
    Viktor racked his head for anything else to ask. 
 
    'So, he paid you to sneak the dust in. Where did you get it?' 
 
    'A cache in the wilds, further down the mountain. Hulkreug had some of his own men plant it in an old Nordling tomb my guild sometimes uses as a spot to lay low. I only know that he had it, not where it came from.' 
 
    'Where is this tomb?' 
 
    'You know that little shithole village near the base of the mountain? Hobson's Quarter? Due south of it by about three and a half kilometres. Along the trade road, then east another four kilometres.' 
 
    'That's in the middle of the Blackwood.' 
 
    'Exactly why it made such a good hiding spot.' 
 
    'Were there any other guilds working for him? Anyone from the Guild of Dust or the noble families? Anyone in the Middle?' 
 
    'None that I was told about. Hulkreug always took pains to make sure we didn't know what was going on beyond what we needed to. The only reason I even know he was the one that hired me was because his daughter had the same white hair and flashed his signet ring as proof she could afford to pay me.' 
 
    'Why was Olga Dewinter the one meeting with you?' 
 
    'I don't know. I don't know what you want me to tell you to make you stop asking me stupid questions, but this is everything I know.' 
 
    'Is there anything else that you could possibly consider to be relevant to this conversation or to Hulkreug DeWinter in any way?' 
 
    'He's an arsehole and he'll cut your throat out for pocket change.' Milletra shrugged. 
 
    Viktor sighed and felt himself go limp against the wall, sitting cross-legged with his back against it. He was suddenly more tired than he'd felt in years. 
 
    Milletra sneered and watched the templars hastily scribbling notes on their shields as Stendeval continued his chant. 
 
    'Is this the best you can do, Viktor? I would have expected more.' 
 
    'The hell are you going on about now, Milletra?' 
 
    'Nothing.' She smiled smugly. 'I suppose that I'm just surprised. The Baron's Blackclad, the man that everyone in the Lowers, even Mickey the Ease and Ed Touch, is scared of crossing. The man that kept my entire guild in check with just an axe and some mean words. Now you can't come down here without a full squad of templars to babysit you. And you clearly haven't been able to piece together what Hulkreug is up to now that you caught his dust plot by accident.' Milletra leaned towards him. 
 
    'I hear the whispers from the higher parts of the castle in the walls and the drains down here, you know. You haven't even got a search warrant yet. Lauter is kidding himself if he thinks his pet sergeants will find anything on DeWinter. For all that the Baron likes to pretend that he's the iron hand of his city, he's losing his grip.' 
 
    'I feel like that much is objectively obvious.' 
 
    'It is, and there's nothing you can do to stop it. We all thought you were just going to be another goon when you came into the city with that hood stuffed over your head. Then three boys from Bower Street tried to jump you for coin, and you cut them into teeny, tiny pieces in the street and looted their bodies for any baubles that might fetch a price. Then we noticed the difference between you and Radec.' 
 
    'Is there a bathroom between here and the point, Milletra? I need to take a shit.' 
 
    'The point is what you think it is, Viktor. You can't stop this city from falling apart. And even if you could, you're on the wrong side. Hulkreug might be a vicious ass, but at least he's talking that good shit. 
 
    'The Baron just wants to keep the city under his thumb and sit and brood in his palace, but DeWinter has plans. Even if you beat him, at the end of the day, you'll still just be another Blackclad. Lauter lied to you. You will never get out of that hood.' 
 
    Viktor was silent for several long moments, too tired to say anything and too angry to move. He took a long breath, then ran a hand along the side of his face, feeling for his temples so he could press his fingers into them. 
 
    'You say this, and you may have an argument. But my question is how in the hell you think you're helping your case by agreeing to tell me all of this. You don't think seven templars is confirmation enough to get a warrant?' 
 
    'Oh no, it will be. I just don't care. I'm dead. DeWinter's dumb little crusade against the nobles can fizzle out and die for all I care.  
 
    'But even if you do somehow manage to survive me in this circle—which you won't, by the way—you'll have to deal with the knowledge that the only reason you managed to tattle on DeWinter was because I helped you.' 
 
    Milletra put a smug hand over her chest. 'I outsmarted the legendarily vicious mind of the Baron's Blackclad, and then I killed him and ate his fucking corpse.' 
 
    'Well, being turned into a ghost has done wonders for your personality. I can't decide if I think you were always this psychotic and megalomaniacal or if this is new. You know I always hated that nickname: "Baron's Blackclad."' 
 
    Viktor blew a derogatory breath out. 
 
    'It still has a better ring to it than "DeWinter's Bitch". A moniker that accurately gets applied to both you and Soltkin, plus his daughter, for whatever that's worth. And Lym Erolo. I can't prove it, but I can smell that there's a noble in on this too.' 
 
    'Enough talk, Viktor.' Milletra smiled. It's time to end this.' 
 
    'Yes, it is.' 
 
    Viktor got up and stretched his back out. Stendeval handed Alexandrios Viktor's axe. The younger templar offered it awkwardly. 
 
    'Adelstradian holy water and the Father's chants are some of the strongest I've encountered,' Alexandrios muttered.  
 
    'She's strong, Viktor,' Stendeval said, still perched on the floor in meditation. 'Some essences make for deadlier spirits than others. The spell that spawned the curseling has done something to her. Twisted her spirit.' 
 
    'I gathered as much,' Viktor sighed. 'One of you pass me some chalk, please.' 
 
    'Chalk?' Alexandrios gave him a funny look. 
 
    'Viktor, what are you do—?' Milletra began. 
 
    'Shh. The living are speaking.' He put an index finger to his lips. 
 
    As Milletra seethed, Viktor watched Stendeval's eyes open, and for the barest moment they were a brighter blue than they had been before. He said nothing as he stood and pulled a stick of chalk out of his pouch. He handed it to Viktor. 
 
    'What do you need this for?' Alexandrios asked. 
 
    'I don't need it for anything, Alexandrios. Draw me another circle please. A small one, away from the other, but at least big enough for me to stand in with both of my arms extended to either side.' 
 
    Alexandrios tilted his head at him again but did as he was asked. He tapped the chalk against a point and then, purely from muscle memory and what must have been years of practice, drew a perfect circle on the ground. 
 
    Viktor promptly stepped into it, rolled his shoulders, and gently placed the axe down in the middle of the circle. 
 
    'Welp. That's my part of the deal done.' 
 
    'What?' Milletra howled. 'You said you would step inside this circle and—!' 
 
    'I said I would step inside "the" circle. I never specified which one. I am currently inside the circle that I was referring to.' 
 
    'You said I could "taste of your axe"!' "Meet your blade"!' 
 
    'Oh, right. Just give me one second.' He pulled his backup axe off his shoulders and lazily chucked it at Milletra's mouth. 
 
    Predictably, it passed right through the smoke that made up her face. Milletra lashed a hand out and caught the weapon, crushing it so hard in her grip that it splintered then shattered into pieces. 
 
    'Viktor...' she hissed, her voice taking on a darker, lower pitch as the shadows in the room started to coalesce. 
 
    'Hey, I threw it right at your mouth. You were given the option to taste and meet my axe. It’s not my fault you decided to explode it like a dumb-dumb.' 
 
    This time, he felt it. A tiny little popping in his eardrums, like something bubbling up and then snapping into place. A stone shape aligning against another stone shape, and a white-hot ingot of iron cooling suddenly. 
 
    The deal was done. 
 
    'You bastard!' Milletra's howl shook the walls. 
 
    'Whee! Look at me dance!' he said in a deliberately stupid voice. He struck a deliberately stupid jig and started flapping his arms around like an idiot. 'Look at me dance outside the circle with my legs. Instead of floating around on the inside of a chalk circle with a smoke trail coming from the bottom of my torso like an idiot. Look at me dance. Go Viktor, go Viktor, go Viktor!' 
 
    The templars were treated to a solid thirty seconds of him performing clumsy pelvic thrusts, and if he didn't know better, he might've heard a chuckle coming from under Stendeval's helmet. 
 
    'I may have more questions for her. How possible would it be for you to strengthen the circles and binds around her and then cleanse around this corridor?' 
 
    'Difficult, but far from impossible,' Stendeval answered with a gleam in his eye. 
 
    Alexandrios's head rapidly switched between the two. The other templars gaped silently. 
 
    'You said you would have them exercise me!' 
 
    'I said I "might". Implying the possibility of it happening, dependent on me thinking about it, and deciding in the affirmative. I've thought about it, and I've decided not to.' 
 
    'I'll kill you! Everything you love, everyone you know—!' 
 
    'It's really hard to take you seriously from inside the confines of that circle. It's like we're in one of those boarding schools the nobles send their kids to, and the teacher has decided to put you in the circle of bad behaviour because every corner already has a badly-behaved kid in it.' 
 
    Viktor turned on his heel, picked up his nicer axe, and slowly started to tread his way down the corridor, ignoring Milletra's screams of fury. 
 
    'How...did he do that, Father?' Alexandrios asked Stendeval, the templars trailing behind him as he walked. 
 
    'That, my dear Alexandrios, is known in our profession as "gaming the fine print", and it is an art form few ever attempt, much less get good at, for obvious reasons. I think our dear executioner may have been a lawyer in a previous life. That or a con artist.' 
 
    'Probably the second one, knowing me,' Viktor joked. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six: The Hidden Hand 
 
    Hours later, Viktor found himself pacing outside of the heavy iron door to a spare room Nikolas sometimes held meetings in when there were too many people to fit in his office. He was feeling an irritating combination of excitement and anxiety. He had been issuing his report to Nikolas over developments in the dungeon, but then the question of what the fuck to do with Milletra's ghost got brought up and then everything had gone downhill from there. 
 
    He apparently hadn't helped when he'd brought up some of the logical oopsie-daisies that had been working on his tits ever since the priests and him had loaded into the elevator and started the slow ascent. 
 
    Stendeval had gotten quiet as soon as Viktor had started prodding for details about how the circles worked. Then the conversation had slowed to an awkward crawl that eventually got so bad that Nikolas had to give Viktor "leave" to exit for a while so that he could have "a more sensitive" discussion with the templars. 
 
    It was clear there were things Viktor wasn't meant to hear. This only made sense, and he was fully aware Nikolas's endorsement of him was an anomaly that couldn't be replicated and maintained in every situation. 
 
    His concern lay in the fact that now clearly wasn't the time for the Church to be keeping stupid secrets for stupid reasons, and yet they persisted in doing so anyway. 
 
    It was a coin toss whether that implied something less than ideal about their current loyalties or if it was simply the draconian fucks being their usual draconian selves. 
 
    Several things had come to light. In a way, they were fortunate beyond words that Milletra's ghost was still knocking around. And yet, for all the good that being able to question her did, it seemed like it had only served to further accentuate the negatives in the larger picture. Not to mention all the pieces he still couldn’t see. 
 
    'Vik, you're bothering me,' Lukas sighed in a sharp whisper. He was slumped boredly over his spear not even bothering to pretend like he was alert and on guard. His red hair was freshly combed into a neat ponytail, and a heart-shaped eyepatch crafted from red-painted metal covered the scar in his frankly infuriatingly handsome face. 
 
    'Let's be fair here. You bother me most of the time, Lukas. This is just reasonable turnabout,' Viktor sighed in his own quiet rasp. He gestured to his own eyes, trying not to let the concern seep into his voice. 'How's the face holding up? Any pain?' 
 
    'No, but thank you for asking, Mom. Can you quit the bloody pacing?' 
 
    'No, not really.' 
 
    'Mate, fucking please. You're making me nervous.' 
 
    'No.' 
 
    'Arse. What have you even got to be so concerned about? The Captain's in there with three shields signed with templar testimonies and nine men giving verbal ones. DeWinter's done.' 
 
    'That's exactly my concern. This is too easy. Why the fuck would the witch just leave a ghost down there to interrogate?' Viktor purposely didn't let his voice rise above the faintest hiss. 
 
    'You're overthinking it. Mayhaps the witch tried to get rid of the old bitch but couldn’t cop it. I mean, there's like seven more templar squads in the dungeons right now. And the tell is that it's taking even the holy-holies longer than expected to wipe the ghost off everything.' 
 
    'It's too easy, Lukas. I've been down there more than anyone in this keep. Ghosts don't keep form that easily. They definitely don't communicate that clearly. And I asked the priest on the way back up here. He says the circle wouldn't have made it easier for Milletra to communicate. Just easier to pin down.' 
 
    'The Church is also constantly going on about the evils of consorting with the darker arts, and how even those tangentially related to the damned will suffer for their proximity to the witch, the sorcerer, and the mutant. Milletra was a stubborn customer. Maybe she was just always going to be a stronger spook than the average goon that haunts the halls down there.' 
 
    'Not that stubborn, Lukas. Milletra was never that stubborn. Something about this is wrong. I don't know if it was the surge or the curseling or both or neither, but something happened to her after she died. She got...twisted somehow. Even Stendeval said that the curse was doing something to her.' 
 
    'All right, so then what? Curseling kills her, then does some heebie-jeebies to make sure her soul gets extra-tormented in the cells until the priests can exorcise it. Not that they freaking will now that you've decided to just store a spook down there until further notice.' 
 
    'But the witch must have known that we'd be able to speak to Milletra. Why go out of your way to leave a witness down there, one that the templars can get an iron-solid confession out of because she's physically incapable of lying? What's the point of killing a witness if you're just going to wind up making the witness more permanent in the long run?' 
 
    Viktor sighed and clutched his head in his palms, stretched his torso down low and then to the sides, muttering wordlessly angry sounds of discontent. 
 
    'This is all off.' 
 
    'Where have I heard that before?' Lukas scoffed. 
 
    'Stop trying to characterise me as a paranoic, Sergeant. I've been right too many times for that to pull any tract.' Viktor made an angry gesture at the man. 
 
    Lukas's eye went a little wide and he held his hands up placatingly. 'I'm not. I'm just asking you to think about this. Milletra, just as you said, couldn’t have lied. Not according to the terms of the deal you yourself roped her into. I heard you arguing with the Father, heard him telling you it's impossible for her to have found a way to get out of that. Not if she was inside the circle.' 
 
    Viktor sighed, then resumed his pacing. 'It's not cogent, Lukas. None of this is fucking cogent.' 
 
    At that, the door to the room opened and Father Stendeval stepped out, flanked by Alexandrios and another templar. Stendeval slammed the metal door shut behind him with an angry gesture. It was harder to tell through the iron mask, but he looked like something intensely bothered him. 
 
    Viktor had heard the echoes of shouting inside the room through even the iron. Clearly Nikolas wasn't seeing eye to eye with the Church, which was a rare thing for a Watch Captain to make known to their faces. 
 
    The Church coordinated tightly with the Baron; even Drought had unofficially taken orders from them in certain matters, though they were only acting as advisors on paper. 
 
    'Against my better judgement, executioner, I have agreed to keep the apparition alive indefinitely, pending further orders from the Hierarch or the Baron himself.' 
 
    'You don't sound pleased, Stendeval.' 
 
    'No, I am not.' Stendeval's teeth clacked closed. 'I was willing to allow for a few days of exemption, perhaps even a week at my most acquiescent, but to leave a spectre bound within a circle for longer than that is both incredibly cruel and breathtakingly dangerous. Captain Lauter is of the opinion that such measures are necessary.'  
 
    Stendeval sighed, bracing a hand against his helmet in a motion that Viktor found eerily similar to the way he moved when he wanted to rub his face but couldn't. 
 
    'Your word carries some weight around here.' Stendeval looked up, with those piercing blue eyes of his. 'You must speak with him and warn him off this foolishness.' Some heat crept its way into Stendeval's voice. 
 
    Viktor sighed, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. 
 
    'To be honest, Father, I don't blame him. You've had the severity of the situation impressed on you, haven't you? What would you have us do, just leave what might be our only witness?' 
 
    'The problem is less that I'm not appreciative of the severity of the Watch's situation as it is that the Watch refuses to have it impressed upon it the magnitude of the dangers it is willingly exposing itself to by refusing us the right of our mandate.' 
 
    'You've been given clearance to purge everything in the cells save for that one corridor, haven't you?' 
 
    'No, in fact, we haven't. Suffice it to say, we've been allowed down only to sublevel sixteen. And even one spot left infested is a nightmare in the making. Looking at the extent of the infection here, I can only question the sanity of that decision. That is, to say nothing of that fact that we're only being let in here now.' 
 
    'We aren't currently in the luxurious position of making sane decisions. You know that the only reason Drought didn’t let you down here is that it's been the Baron's mandate that the Church be kept out of certain business for a long time. 
 
    'Captain Lauter is no more able to go against that mandate than Drought was, save for this one occasion where he sent a messenger bird and got special exemption for level sixteen and above. With the greatest respect, maybe your order has become a little too used to having free access to every building in this city. The Upper Keep has always been off-limits.' 
 
    'What would a Blackclad know of such things?' Alexandrios snapped, helmet twisting in Viktor's direction. 'Bad enough I have to breath the same air as whatever the fuck you are, but I won't be fucking spoken down to about politics by it.' 
 
    He gave Viktor a shove that was strong enough to flatten him up against the opposite wall, and the executioner almost tripped over his own feet. 
 
    Viktor slowly tilted his head at the smaller man and thought about it for a moment. 
 
    'Alexandrios!' Stendeval snapped. 'That is completely and utterly unaccepta—!' 
 
    Then, when he was done considering his options, he decided to choose violence. 
 
    Viktor's fist caught Alexandrios in the helmet at just the right angle to tilt it ninety degrees and twist his eye holes away from his face. Alexandrios went down like a sack of bricks, more from surprise than anything else. 
 
    'Get off of him!' Stendeval snapped, kicking Viktor in the sternum hard enough to wind him, only to then have to duck under the back of Lukas's spear. 
 
    'Fucking Churchites,' Lukas sighed, pressing three more quick jabs into Stendeval's side, then pivoting on his foot and taking the knees out from the other unnamed templar. 
 
    Alexandrios was up in a moment, only for Viktor to down him again with a kick to the groin that was so hard even he felt like it might've been a little unreasonable. Alexandrios gasped as the force of the impact rocked him—groin plating or no—then had to hastily pull out of a lock Viktor attempted around his shoulders. 
 
    The little shit was fast. He ducked under Viktor's movements and levelled a kick at his ribs and his ankles. They both landed and Viktor almost fell over. He gripped both of his hands into one ball and socked Alexandrios's helmet off him again. 
 
    The helmet slipped off him only partially, but Alexandrios lost all his focus trying to get it back on. He scrambled past Viktor and pressed it back onto his head. 
 
    The impact still hurt like a motherfucker. Viktor might've broken a finger bone in the process. 
 
    Alexandrios decided at that point that he was getting sick of having the bucket on his head used against him, so he held it stable on his neck with both hands and slammed it down in a headbutt that Viktor only barely blocked with his arm. 
 
    'Fucking trash,' Alexandrios cursed, pulling a dagger out of his boot, only for Viktor to do the same and stab the templar in the hand with his seax. Impressively, he didn't scream, but he did drop his own knife. He tried to lunge for it, but Viktor was faster; he pulled it off the floor, wielding it threateningly. 
 
     Alexandrios cursed, and limply battled to pull the seax out of his hand for several moments, audibly howling with his mouth closed. 
 
    Joke was on him; Viktor had made sure to serrate the blade in a horribly jagged pattern. It was not going to be coming out unless someone jerked it out, and very few men would willingly inflict that much pain on themselves just to get a knife back in their hands. 
 
    Lukas took the opportunity to try to slam Alexandrios in the head, only for the other templar to ward him away with a mace. Lukas had to back up, cursing all the while. 
 
    Viktor tipped a floor-resting brazier onto the other man from behind and started kicking him while he was down. 
 
    Stendeval slammed Lukas into the wall with a foot and kicked his spear out of his hands with the other. A dagger buried itself in the wall above him. 
 
    From around the corner, Rosh sniffed in what might've been boredom and pulled another dagger out threateningly. Maxwell tromped down the hall with a loaded crossbow. Two more watchmen pressed in with spears. 
 
    'The hell is that noise?' Nikolas shouted as he kicked the iron door open, his face a rare picture of anger. 'Viktor, just what have I told you about betting on illegal wrestling matches in my keep?' 
 
    The fight ground to a halt. Alexandrios had picked up the other templar's fallen mace in the confusion and had to awkwardly freeze in place with it hovering a half metre or so away from Viktor's head. 
 
    'It's not me this time!' Viktor complained petulantly, taking the opportunity to quickly snatch the mace out of Alexandrios's hands and get a last cheeky knock in on the man's helmet, crumpling it and sending him to the ground. 
 
    'Viktor!' 
 
    'They started it!' 
 
    * * * 
 
    'You're lucky I'm even willing to treat your wounds at all after that stunt you pulled with the grey book, Viktor.' Amda scowled, torn between being concerned with his injuries and being tempted to make more of them herself.  
 
    'I had to deal with a three-hour lecture from that uptight preacher about "loving thy neighbour", but it was you. The one that wrote those terrible things and drew those terrible penises was you. You devious, untrustworthy individual.' 
 
    'Don't fight with me, Ordo,' Viktor whined as Amda bandaged his broken finger. 'I'm sick.' 
 
    She blinked at him and blushed again, averting her gaze as her tone suddenly lost all its hostility. 
 
    'This will need salvestone,' she decided. 
 
    'Hmm?' Heun perked up from the corner where he and Lukas had been playing an idle game of checkers. 'I thought you said salvestone is rare and only to be used for the most grievous of injuries. I came in here with a broken arm from training once, and even then, you barely decided to inject a quarter of a millimetre of the green dust into it to make it set faster.' 
 
    'Heun, are you a physician?' 
 
    'I feel like the passive-aggressive lecture you're about to give me will fall through if I say "yes", so no.' 
 
    'Good. No, you aren't a physician. Viktor's got several splinter fractures around two of his fingers and a bruised wrist. This needs salvestone.' Amda got up and rummaged around the infirmary's cupboards. 'Five millilitres should do.' 
 
    'Five?' Rosh looked up in outrage from where he had been blatantly robbing Maxwell's wages off him at cards. 'I had me legs and me chest carved up by an evil flying monkey and you only gave me two!' He scowled. 
 
    'And also the acid it was spitting everywhere,' Maxwell mentioned, discretely taking the opportunity to peek at Rosh's cards. 'Don't forget the acid.' 
 
    Rosh pointed at Maxwell without looking at him. 'And the acid! We were both covered in acid and monkey cuts and we only got enough to keep us alive. Why the hell does Viktor get five millimetres of the good stuff?' 
 
    'Viktor is a sensitive soul that needs highly specialised care due to the stresses of his occupation,' Amda said in a manner that was half nurturing, half professional. 'And also because I'm the physician here and I get to decide who gets the happy sauce.' 
 
    'It's official. They're definitely fucking,' Lukas sighed, crossing a piece to Heun's side of the board and kinging it. 'Clearly, Viktor is the witch. He worked evil sex magic on her and now she's his braindead thrall.' 
 
    'I have that effect on women.' Viktor smirked as Amda derogatorily pulled her lower eyelid down at Lukas. 
 
    'Yeah, the dumb ones maybe.' Heun chuckled. 
 
    'Heun, remind me how many girls you've slept with?' Viktor countered. 
 
    'I've slept with girls,' Heun countered defensively. 
 
    'Exactly. You're doing it wrong, you stupid boy. You're supposed to sleep with women. Now I have to tattle on your dad and get you arrested and—' 
 
    'Not like that, idiot!' Heun gaped, throwing the checkers board at him. 
 
    'I know, but the fact that you're blushing like a peach and look like you're just about ready to murder me only goes further to indicate your inexperience in these things. You virgin, you.' 
 
    'I think maybe he's just horrified by your very existence, Viktor,' Rosh sighed and gave him a dry look over the hand of cards he had just lost. 'I mean, everyone is.' 
 
    'Old news.' Lukas idly picked the board back up and started setting it again. He plucked one checker piece out of Amda's "World's Best Physician" tankard that stored the necessary coffee to sustain her night shifts. 'The more pressing question is what the fallout from this will be.' 
 
    'Seems pretty clear,' Rosh said. 'Captain threatened to have the templars strung up by their still-living guts if they ever initiated a fight in here like that again, and that Stand Devil one or whatever the fuck his name was seemed like he'd lost all the wind in his sails. Very apologetic, or at least it looked like.' 
 
    'You know it's never that simple. Now we'll have to keep armed guards around every spot in the keep the templars go near, just to set the precedent that they don't own the place. It's a pain in my arse and, worse than that, it genuinely wasn't Viktor's doing this time. I wanted to be able to blame this subhuman tit for all my problems today.' 
 
    Lukas waved at Viktor in irritation as Amda injected an oddly pleasant-smelling globule of green goo into a petri dish and set about gently working it into his hand. 
 
    'Is there any pain?' she asked with concern. 
 
    'No. Erm, but why do I smell sunshine and fond childhood memories? And why do I suddenly feel this vague yet all-encompassing sense of emotional satisfaction and perfect harmony with my environment?' 
 
    'Salvestone,' she shrugged. 'Magic. I only really know how to apply it as medicine to knit bones and wounds back together. The alchemists keep the recipe a secret, and I don't really know as much about it as I'd like. Not even the'—she gestured at him—'side effects. It's a daily struggle to keep the watchmen out of my medical stocks.' 
 
    'You know, I think one of them actually got me in the foot. Both feet. And also my neck and my scalp. And my back. I might need more salvestone there too.' Viktor leaned back and let the pleasant warmth of the stuff envelop his entire being. 
 
    Amda sighed, again battling with the conundrum of the reality that she was unable to kill him without killing him. In the end she shook her head, mumbled something about a bone saw, then kept working more salvestone into his wrist. 
 
    Mmm, cookies... 
 
    'I'm as surprised as you are that it's not his fault, Lukas. Truly, I am,' Rosh said, deadpan. 
 
    'Oi. That's, "I'm as surprised as you are, Sergeant Bannervint."' Lukas gave Rosh a glare. 
 
    'Come off it, you jumped up little dweeb. I'm three times your age and I've killed as many men as you've changed your underwear in your life.' 
 
    'At least three men,' Maxwell snickered. 
 
    Lukas snorted and waved Rosh away, not feeling like the argument was worth it. 
 
    'So, that does leave the question. I was in there while Fa—the Captain was going back and forth with the templars. Viktor made a good point before the templars decided the conversation was need-to-know,' Heun said. 
 
    'Milletra still knocking around doesn't add up. And even those secretive old fossils would have just told us if it was something they did that caused that. Clearly, they don't operate much differently than they do in Velmont.' 
 
    'There's still the possibility that the witch isn't as good at its job as we might think it is. Maybe it just fucked up somehow,' Rosh sighed. 
 
    'Maybe. Vik, what're you thinking?' 
 
    'I'm thinking I don't get paid enough for this shit.' 
 
    'Pff. Bullshit. You should be rolling in it after you offed Tol and his boys, at least for a while.' Rosh scoffed. 'Never did like that fucking bloke. Something about his eyes was weird. And as far as officers went, he was just a shit. Fucking too lazy to run proper drills.' 
 
    Viktor sighed and let the sound of Rosh whingeing about a dead man filter into the back of his senses. He rolled his neck as his muscles all relaxed and the pain left them, paradoxically juxtaposed with the sensation of an odd strength filling his body. 
 
    This might be the last chance at rest he had for a while. In two days, Nikolas would have men from the Upper and Lower Watches storming into the Middle. What had initially been planned as a non-targeted sweep for hazardous materials had been redrafted into an arrest order for both DeWinter and Soltkin. 
 
    The Baron still had to sign off on the final papers, but even given the blatant un-sense of the situation, Nikolas now had more than enough justification to make arrests. Quite frankly, even Viktor could agree that pinning all of these people down and making them talk via pain might prove more fruitful than guessing at the picture with their eyes closed, even if half of it didn't make sense. 
 
    The witch was too much of an unknown. Nobody outside the templars knew the rules of that kind of thing, where the limits lay. And now that responsibility for the hunt had been formally laid at the feet of the Church and Father Stendeval's templars, Viktor was likely to get his head taken off him if he tried too hard to find out on his own. 
 
    Simply knowing anything of how witchcraft was performed or knowing someone that did was illegal in Theronl. You didn't even need to practice it. The Church never took chances on that kind of thing, and the few puny morsels of information Viktor had gotten out of Stendeval had been due to the extenuating circumstances at best or because it didn't much matter because he was already slated to get his own burning soon enough anyway. 
 
    The suspicions the Father had evidently been harbouring regarding Radec's fucking books were telling. The priest had come down into the dungeons operating on some weird sort of logic that felt distinctly alien to Viktor's brain. 
 
    Stendeval seemed like the patient type that might throw a fish more feed even while it was stuck on his fishing hook if it guaranteed that it stayed on his line long enough for him to pull it out of the river. 
 
    This whole thing was a mess. 
 
    It would be harder to coordinate the arrests without a Lower Captain, and the loyalty of the Lower watchmen was almost as questionable as that of most of Rolt's men. 
 
    Never mind that Soltkin was almost certainly going to choose to go out fighting rather than get dragged into the Crimson Palace in chains. 
 
    Her men had a sick loyalty to her and all, given that she'd just about indoctrinated all of them by now, so he doubted they'd just shut the fuck up and let it happen. 
 
    All of this as the snow slowly melted bit by bit with each passing day. He was already hearing stories that the Nordlings were starting to make more probing attacks against merchant ships and even one or two half-hearted raids against small coastal settlements. 
 
    That was always how it went, apparently. Soon Adelstrad would be brimming with refugees as the Nordlings started to get stuck in with earnestness. They wouldn't siege the city, they never did, but they'd raid around it and get as far inland as they could. The Adelstradian forces would harass their flanks at every turn and the Theronlian Army would block passage to the Capital Province in case they ever got that far, which had only ever happened a handful of times in a century or two. 
 
    No, the Nordlings didn't normally get much further than Adelstrad. You couldn't just ignore a fortress when you were trying to conquer a place. Doing so was practically begging for the defenders to sally out and cut into your supply lines while you were off trying to siege any other cities. 
 
    So the best the Nordlings could ever do was raid and pillage, and resultingly, the village-dwellers in Adelstrad Province had gotten very good at packing their families and their valuables up once a year to hole up in the city proper. 
 
    Then it would go one of two ways. Either the Nordlings' supplies and whatever they could scavenge off the land would run out and they'd have to pull back with their captured loot and slaves, or the Army would get a lucky flank in and crush them. 
 
    The Nordlings always had a preference for the latter, given that their gods mandated their warriors die in battle if they wanted a halfway decent afterlife, so they looked for pitched battles where they could get them, but the Baron was never keen to let them have it. 
 
    Better to let the barbarians starve and wander around for several months and get picked off by the monsters in the woods, then deal them the blow. In the end, the strongest and smartest Nordlings always escaped with loot and living bodies, but the cost in Adelstradian lives tended to be at least bearable. 
 
    Everything in this province always came down to a game of cat and mouse, it seemed. Viktor just wondered who was the cat and who was the mouse. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven: The Grimmel Bank 
 
    A day later, as a nearby clocktower the Guild of Steam had put together struck exactly ten in the morning, Viktor found himself in front of the Gargoyle Bank. The massive sandstone building had curiously been built with each storey ever so noticeably wider than the one below it. It sloped a little bit to the side so that it looked like something out of a dream or an esoteric painting you'd find in a noble's study. 
 
    When the architecture got this needlessly experimental, it was a sure sign you were in the nicer parts of the Middle—which was really fucking saying something. And despite what he'd been hoping, he was still no less on edge. 
 
    Idly, he held a hand out and watched the tiny droplets of rain fall onto it, coalescing in his gloved palm and then dripping onto the paved road. It was too early in the year for the storm season, and he would have thought it was too cold for liquid rain. 
 
    Viktor let his mind wander, idly watching tiny particles of rain fall on the numerous mazes of gargoyles that had been built on the roof and upper pillars of the bank. The rain fell down onto their heads and ran down their faces, making them look like weeping spirits. 
 
    The conversation with Nikolas had been had, and despite his assent that something was up, the operation was still set to begin at the crack of dawn the next day. 
 
    Doors would get broken down, contraband would be seized, and people would be clapped in irons and hauled off to the Upper Keep for questioning. Only now, the Baron had nine signed witness statements—ten if you counted Viktor, which wasn't reasonably going to happen, given that he was a Blackclad—and justification enough to issue warrants for the hides of specific people. 
 
     As it was, a sizeable portion of the Upper Watch was preparing to storm DeWinter's manor come the call of the cock. A further detachment had already been set aside to break down the doors to the Middle Keep and drag Rolt up to the Red Palace in chains. 
 
    With the witch now a known factor, Stone God knew how getting into DeWinter's manor would go. If he knew fuck all about Rolt, he could tell that she was either going to stubbornly necessitate a bloody siege before she got dragged out by her ankles, or demand that Nikolas prove that he was her better and fight her for it one-on-one. 
 
    Neither option was a pleasant one.  
 
    The latest intelligence from the plainclothes watchmen that had been keeping tabs on DeWinter for the last few weeks had it that he hadn't left the damn place since the dust seizure, which was suspicious in and of itself. 
 
    Either way, Viktor's brain was starting to itch, and given certain recent developments, maybe now would be a prudent time to put certain contingencies in place. 
 
    It was in Viktor's nature to always have a plan to kill or otherwise deal with everyone he met. He also didn't like to rock up in a city without a plan for what to do if that city were to suddenly go to shit. 
 
    A metal horn—low and long—sounded distantly above them, and an ominous black shape moved through the overcast sky. At this distance, it was little more than a big, vaguely round silhouette in the air. Viktor could see the clouds of much darker, almost black smoke spewing out of it as it sailed carefully along, more like a flying whale than a bird. 
 
    The Adelstradian Air Fleet didn't normally perform flyovers in the city proper. It was needlessly expensive, and the ships were of more use patrolling the wildlands outside the city proper, especially the coast now that thaw was coming. It boded ill that Nikolas had evidently pulled strings to get one in. 
 
    Lightning flashed and Viktor caught a glimpse of it in the wake. 
 
    Tattered, scarlet sails and a crimson hull painted with the Baron's coat of arms in gold on either side. Red-hot smokestone spewing from engine vents along the keel. 
 
    The refined red pixiedust the ship burnt to keep itself afloat crystalised and blackened into a powder on contact with the cold atmospheric air. 
 
    It was like looking at a flying furnace, albeit one with the skeleton of a giant nailed to the bow, serving as a figurehead. 
 
    The Adelstradian air sailors were even more superstitious than their ocean-bound counterparts. They thought it was bad luck to not have the remains of a suitably scary monster stuck to the front of your ship. They'd picked that habit up from the Nordlings, apparently. Like so many other things. 
 
    'You look tense,' a nervous Amda noted with some concern. She adjusted the brown bearskin coat she'd thrown on instead of her medical scrubs and fidgeted with the fur hat Viktor suspected had come from the same bear. 
 
    She still looked more than a little cold in the rain, and it didn't escape his notice that she was uneasy in the street, even relatively sparse for crowds as it was. 
 
    'Honestly? I am tense. I don't like the way this is panning out. Not even remotely.' 
 
    'You're not the only one. Your paranoia got to Lukas too after he had some time to think on it. He's spent the last day putting his squad through last-minute ambush training. Maxwell was none too pleased. He told me to hit you. Rosh is apparently planning to just do it himself while you sleep. With a brick.' 
 
    'What are your thoughts?' 
 
    'Honestly?' She shrugged one shoulder. 'I'm not sure. On the one hand, it's too convenient. On the other, maybe we've all been so paranoid the last few weeks that we don't trust the resolution, even when it's right in front of our faces.' 
 
    'Hmm. Maybe.' 
 
    'Not that I don't mind getting out of the keep for a bit, but why are we out here exactly?' 
 
    He sighed and motioned for her to follow him through the street, sparse of pedestrians for the rain's sake. 
 
    'I'm out here because the Captain wants me to follow up on something. You're here because it might help to have a non-Blackclad with me while I have this chat.' 
 
    'I hope you aren't expecting me to be helpful if a fight breaks out, Viktor. I can put a man back together if he's on the brink of death, but in a physical confrontation, I'd be about as useful as a wet sponge.' Amda gave him a wary look but followed along anyway. 
 
    'Relax. It's more a social situation. You've been here long enough to know that not everyone is so...understanding of my circumstances. I mostly just need your help getting in the front door.' 
 
    'All right. Fair enough. This is the bank I use anyway.' 
 
    'I would have guessed as much, ya rich bitch,' he said affectionately, patting her hair. 
 
    'Pff. Physician Rich Bitch to you, pleb.' She brushed his hand off and made several vague boxing gestures in his direction, narrowing her eyes. 
 
    'Depending on how today goes, the latter part of your sentence might turn out to be incorrect, actually. I like the coat, by the way. ' 
 
    Amda gave him a look, then turned aside as her faced heated up. 'Thanks...' 
 
    They crossed the last stretch of cobblestone. The paving got a lot smoother and neater when they entered through the boundaries of what was technically the bank's property. 
 
    Viktor idly noted how the few people hovering outside the bank parted like a sea when they clapped eyes on him. One man who had his back to him didn't notice until the woman he was chatting to tapped him on the shoulder and gestured at them timidly. His eyes went as wide as dinner plates, and he hurried to get out of Viktor's path as he ascended the steps. 
 
    'Does that ever...bother you?' Amda asked quietly. 
 
    'The way people shit themselves?' 
 
    'Yes.' 
 
    'It comes and goes. Sometimes it irritates the shit out of me, sometimes I'm more offended if people don't brown their trousers in my wake. Fear is a useful way to keep people in line. I'll admit that it's nice to be able to just walk down the street and be assured that I'll always have right of way. Seems yesterday's little display has caught on by now.' 
 
    'It has,' Amda confirmed. 'You're in the newsprints.' 
 
    That perked his interested. 'The independent ones or the Guild of Rumour's daily?' 
 
    'Both, though the Guild of Rumours was unusually muted on it. It's the closest thing to non-biased journalism I've seen from them. I almost get the impression they're concerned that if they spin the story too much in the favour of one side, their chapter houses will get a visit from some angry mobs. The independents were...less than flattering.' Viktor watched Amda scowl and ball her hands a little. 
 
    'Some of the ones that are more popular with the nobles were particularly vicious. They blame you for Tol Erolo's death. The ones the Middlemen read focused more on the breakout of rioting and how many people got hurt. The word "massacre" featured a lot, along with some...unpleasant caricatures of you. It's also drummed up some renewed interest in those mooks you killed in the Temple Quarter.' 
 
    'Not surprising. The prints write for their demographics. I'm sure some of the underground prints in the Lowers are focusing more on the dead smugglers and Brandt's lot, while also finding a way to phrase it like Erolo had the hanging coming. Hell, the Brownie prints tend to be really harsh on Blackclads and nobles, seeing as they're sandwiched between them, so maybe I actually got a pass from them for once.' 
 
    'It's just so idiotic that you're the one that has to deal with this, not the people that actually committed the crimes.' 
 
    'It's the way of things around here, but if nothing else, thanks for getting angry on my behalf.' 
 
    'Don't mention it.' Amda looked away again. 
 
    Two shamblebrasses wearing ornate bronze plate armour with yellow tabards stamped with the red circle of the Banking Clan stopped them almost as soon as they got to the top of the steps. 
 
     They crossed their spears in front of Viktor warningly, staring at him through their oddly-shaped helmets. They looked to be made of rounded plates folded over one another to form a shape that was something between a wave and a beetle's carapace. 
 
    Viktor sighed. He'd hoped that between the death of Brandt's little gang and the display in Blue Street that people would start to get the fucking message, but the flip side was that maybe word had spread a little too well by now. 
 
    Wearing the wrong colours in the wrong part of town could get you a beating or even get you killed. Whether that was because of traditional class enmity or because someone higher-up than you found you dressing too nicely without a permit. The looks he got from the patrons milling outside spoke of fear though, not anger at him stepping out of his place. 
 
    A human sergeant with no helmet, some red on his shoulders, and a scarlet sash around his waist stepped forward. He masked his wary expression in that fake half-smile people that worked in places like this had to get really good at. He was clearly shitting himself. 
 
    'I'm terribly sorry, sir, this is a private bank. Most of our clientele tend to come from the Uppers and the...better parts of the Middle. I think maybe you'd be better off leaving for a bit. There's a loans building on Ferret Street, not far from the Lower Gate. You might find what you're looking for there.' 
 
    Viktor sighed as another sergeant sensed the mood and subtly pulled several more armoured shamblebrasses from where they had been posted against the wall. They approached with their spears not quite pointed at him, but lowered in case the living officers among them felt the need. 
 
    'No, I have business to get done here,' Viktor sighed. 
 
    The first sergeant made a foul face that was still a little riven with caution and then gestured back to the bottom of the stairs. 
 
    'Now come off it, sir, let's not make this more painful than it needs to be. We don't serve your...kind here, and I'm not about to let any disturbances unfold in my lobby.' 
 
    'He's here with me, isn't he, James?' Amda said testily. 'Or should I take my money out of here and switch to a different bank?' 
 
    'Apologies, Physician Ordo.' The now-dubbed James said sheepishly. 'You know we value your business immensely, but I'm afraid that—' 
 
    'This is a discerning establishment, isn't it?' an older woman in an overly puffy dress squawked indignantly as she crested the steps, face going a bit red with consternation as the men-at-arms on either side of her touched their hands to their sheathed swords. 
 
    No doubt an armed Blackclad was the last thing the noblewoman had expected to see today. 
 
    'We can't just have any thug off the street in here!' the noblewoman continued quickly. 
 
    Viktor slowly turned his head and glowered at her for that, tapping a hand against his spare axe meaningfully. 
 
    Recognition flashed across her face and one of her men looked at her uncertainly, no doubt less eager at the prospect of fighting Viktor the Executioner than some nameless Blackclad. 
 
    Good. This was a good sign. They were learning. Now, if only he could ensure they were terrified of him to the point that they wouldn't dare refuse him when he wanted something, it would make his life easier. 
 
    The noblewoman—Viktor didn't recognise her crest, but it didn't seem like it belonged to any of the more important houses—sputtered something wordlessly and averted her gaze. 
 
    Even without being able to see his face, the posture of a man about to pounce like a predator was enough to have her hastily rushing herself through the front doors of the bank, both her and her men ducking behind the sergeant and letting the giant, frosted glass doors slam shut behind them. 
 
    Viktor pulled the Baron's pass out, along with his usual transcripts, even if the latter were no longer strictly necessary. 
 
    'James, was it? It's out of your hands now. I'm here in my official capacity, on the direct orders of the Baron, as is Physician Ordo.' 
 
    'Y-you're here to kill someone?' James sputtered, eyes on the pass. 
 
    'I might be, if you don't shut the fuck up and let the Physician and I through the fucking door.' 
 
    'Do as he says, James,' Amda said neutrally. 'I've seen Viktor lose his temper before. It's not pretty.' 
 
    The man stuttered a few more times, then decided that survival was probably the better part of valour. He bowed his head slightly at Amda, then ducked to the side, motioning for the shamblebrasses to do the same so that they could enter. 
 
    Amda gave the man another withering glare and made sure to brush past him with her shoulder. She gently put a hand on Viktor's shoulder and led him in through the glass doors, as if to make it obvious he hadn't just wandered in by himself. 
 
    Viktor was surprised when they didn't emerge into a lobby or a foyer, but instead a wide corridor that had been painted in some shade of yellow that made him think of honey and tiled in pristine white hexagons that might've been a bit too neatly laid. 
 
    Walking along it, Viktor almost got the sense that it wasn't perfectly straight. He paid closer attention to his steps for a few seconds and realised they were both walking ever so slightly at an angle. 
 
    Again, Adelstradian architecture was weird at the best of times, but he didn't half wonder if they weren't walking past some storage vaults or something. There had to be some reason to build a curving corridor of all things. 
 
    The paintings on the walls—each of them was at a slight tilt for some reason—depicted a motley arrangement of old merchants, the previous heads of the Banking Clan. A pair of shamblebrasses had been parked on either side of the corridor every ten metres or so, each standing at attention and saluting with their spears as they passed. 
 
    Hmm. They must have been ordered not to bother anyone the men at the front let in. He supposed the salutes were there to make clients feel important, but he couldn't help but feel like it was a security oopsie. 
 
    'That James bloke certainly got on your nerves quickly.' Viktor tilted his head at Amda. 'Some bad blood there?' Viktor asked, more than a little surprised. 'I was under the impression I was the only person that could get under your skin that thoroughly.' 
 
    'James is a bit of a shit-heel,' Amda said. 'I've seen the way he barks at some of the vagrant children when they come nearby asking for spare change. I can understand not wanting a mass of homeless people outside the bank, but it's like he takes pleasure in it.' 
 
    'Hmph.' 
 
    'I'd have moved to a different bank, but the Banking Clan has a bit of a monopoly on halfway decent finance services in the Middle and I'm not allowed in the Uppers unless I'm on duty. The only other ones either don't offer very good rates or are a bit, erm...closer to the Lowers.' Amda tapped the ends of her index fingers together carefully. 
 
    'I get it. Not too eager to go into the Lowers if you can help it.' 
 
    Amda looked down sheepishly. 'Sorry. I know you have friends and such down there. I must sound sort of horrible.' 
 
    'It's fine. I genuinely don't blame you. The only parts of the Lowers I'd call safe are the ones right by the Great Gate, and even then, that's a much more tentative suggestion now than it used to be. The Captain still hasn't found a replacement Lower Captain.' 
 
    'Right. I'd heard. The whole Lower Keep is still in a bit of a mess.' 
 
    'Yeah, mostly because that whole place is still so full of turncoats that any captain that got put in would get killed the moment he was appointed. The whole of the Lowers is even more lawless than normal right now. 
 
    'Patrols are still keeping up, I think. Nikolas has been speaking to some of the lieutenants down there himself, or sending messengers, but he can't be everywhere. Without someone to coordinate things properly, the place is starting to fall into the Dark Council's grip. Even more than it already is.' 
 
    'Interesting times,' Amda said as they reached the end of the weirdly long corridor, emerging into a wide room that was so bright by comparison Viktor had to shield his eyes for a moment. 
 
    'Interesting times,' he agreed, opening them again, carefully. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The foyer was massive, almost cavernous. Not enough to make it feel like there was magic at play, but definitely enough to make it feel like one of those rooms wherein you were at risk of floating up to the ceiling and never coming back down. 
 
    He'd say this, despite the obviously excessive opulence that had gone into its construction, it was beautiful, panelled in expensive gold leaf wood and furnished with expensive brass furniture and red carpets. Lit like the sun. 
 
    Seeing as Amda had been there before, she led him through the room a little, doing her best not to wilt under the looks the patrons and staff alike gave them. As he'd just about expected, the whole room shifted and almost a hundred heads turned to stare. A few of the senior staff panicked and motioned for guards, even as the nobles parted and backed away from him. 
 
    At that moment, he felt bad for dragging Amda in with him, but he was also still convinced even the Baron's seal wouldn't make him welcome. 
 
    Part of him was just concerned about coming down here by himself. It was a lot easier to make someone "disappear" if they were alone. 
 
    Just to be sure, he'd made certain to have Nikolas promise to send a full platoon down here if they didn't both report back in at the keep. 
 
    Idly, Viktor watched a servant shamblebrass dressed in a red valet's uniform wander over to a fatter merchant sitting in a sort of waiting section in the corner. He deposited a plate of appetisers and poured a bottle of expensive wine, going completely ignored as the merchant gestured emphatically at another older bloke opposite him with gold-ringed fingers. 
 
    Probably arguing about trade deals or price influxes or something. He couldn't hear what was being said from here. 
 
    It took Viktor a moment to notice that it wasn't just that one conversation he couldn't hear. The room was almost completely quiet. 
 
    Not quiet as in a lack of noise, silent the way the fucking cells were silent. 
 
    He blinked. Then, as if responding to that very thought, noise came back with the sensation of the pressure popping in his ears. 
 
    The first sound that caught his ears was that of a hundred or so different pairs of hands counting coins and writing notes on old parchment. The cacophony was loud enough that he wondered if the corridor had been magically treated just for the sake of blocking it out. 
 
    He hissed, covering both of his ears at the sudden clang of a thousand and two little metal instruments, and ignored the wary look one of the clerks gave him. 
 
    Viktor gestured for the man to bugger off with a sweep of his hand, then turned, feeling the sudden sensation of being watched. 
 
    The way it felt when a spider crawled up one's wrist and its imaginary legs could still be felt moving up the arm even after the spider had been brushed off. 
 
    Viktor eyed the rows and rows of black lacquered desks behind each of which sat a figure in a black tunic detailed with brass. Mostly men, though there were some women giving him looks the way a deer would look at a lion. Most were old, hunched the way only people working behind desks their entire lives could manage. 
 
      
 
    Viktor watched a smaller middle-aged man in a slightly less ornate suit trundle quickly past a line of waiting merchants to deposit a book on the desk of a clerk that was serving a hawk-faced nobleman. 
 
     Viktor could hear the strings again. Like in the dream. Like in the cells. A nameless little violin tune, this time mixed in with the sad sound of coins clinking against one another and people sobbing. 
 
    'Viktor?' Amda touched his shoulder again, much less gently this time. 
 
    The sensation was like surfacing from a pool of water; he barely suppressed a gasp. 
 
    'Hmm?' he blinked, startled. 
 
    'Viktor, you've been staring at something for three minutes.' 
 
    'Does that normally happen?' 
 
    'Does what?' 
 
    'The...sound.' 
 
    Amda tilted her head at him, then moved closer. Without asking for permission, she moved the lower parts of his hood out of the way and pressed two fingers under it into his neck. 
 
    'Have you had anything to eat today? Any water?' 
 
    'I...probably could have had a bigger breakfast or something...' 
 
    If anyone else had moved his hood around like that, he might have killed them. As it was, Amda's hands were cold, and he had to suppress an awkward shiver from more than just the chilled contact. 
 
    Now that he thought about it, this whole room felt cold, even compared to the rain outside that pitter-pattered against the massive glass windows to the left and right of him. 
 
    'And water?' 
 
    The fucking witch had just hit him with something. He recognised it in the way the floor felt like it had been pulled out from under him like a rug. It felt the same as the odd, nameless, indescribable feeling of the dreams with the grey-robed figure. 
 
    This was bad. 
 
    'Enough, I think. I should be fine. My ears just popped a little. Must have been the rain. Pressure changes from the storm. You know how it goes. Maybe just check my pulse again.' 
 
    Amda let her hand fall to her side and gave him a look that made it very clear she didn't believe him. 
 
    'It's normal, maybe a tiny bit lower than I'd like—' 
 
    He ignored her and pulled her wrist up to his neck again, eliciting a surprised squeak from her. 
 
    'Just check again, please.' He pressed her hand into the bottom of his hood. 
 
    He felt less than pleased by the contact and Amda was somewhere between the urge to blush like a schoolgirl and the urge to give in to her germaphobia and sock him in the face. 
 
    Slowly, carefully, he tilted her arm to the side a little and discretely drew the word "witch" on her wrist with his finger. She blinked at him curiously at first, then she caught the word on the second signing and her eyes went a little wide. 
 
    A lesser physician would have chosen that moment to panic, but Amda was a Watch medic for a reason. She stilled a little, pressing her panic down, and gave the slightest quirk of her eyebrows to show she'd understood. 
 
    No point in being subtle, everyone in the room was still staring at him like he was a wild thing. She pressed her hand into his neck a little harder. 
 
    'On second thought, it is quite worrying. I think you need to eat something. Let's get out of here and I'll give you the once-over at the keep—' 
 
    'Oh, don't mind that,' a gruff, older woman's audibly scratchy voice said from behind them. 'He might just be feeling what we call the old bank sick. Some people get it worse than others. 
 
    'The acoustics in the foyer are a little off. The sound travels a bit stupidly, if I'm honest. It's all the brasswork, you see. You get used to it once your noggin figures out the pressure difference.' 
 
    Amda yeeped. Viktor turned on his heels with a hand tapped on one of his axes and saw no one. 
 
    'Down here, sir,' the voice said again. 
 
    He looked down. The woman—if the small grey thing that was somewhere between a dog and a bat could even be called that—was tiny and seemed even smaller for the pronounced hunch to her. 
 
    He doubted she was more than four feet tall, and it struck him immediately that one of her eyes—her right one—was completely red, like the colour of blood. The other was a normal green at first glance, but shone with a slightly shiny tinge as if it were coloured glass reflecting off the light. 
 
    She grinned up at him through a leathery face with a mouth that was all sharp teeth, including one particularly long canine that stuck out stupidly even when it was closed. 
 
    Viktor was trying to make sense of how she could be so short and still seem to comfortably support ears as long as his forearm. They were as sharp as a pixie's and stuck up through her straw greying hair. 
 
    How in the hell could something be so funny-looking and so pathetically adorable at the same time? It was like looking at one of those weird ugly-cute dogs you sometimes found the noblewomen carrying around in their purses. 
 
    The ones you were tempted to both smush under your boot and adopt into your home at the same time. 
 
    She touched the floor emphatically three times with an old walking stick made of a particularly gnarled piece of wood from a dark tree. Then she tapped a nametag set against her black doublet, one that was noticeably covered in more shiny gold bits than those of the other staff.  
 
    It didn't escape Viktor's notice that she was also wearing a somewhat bulky iron collar around her neck. The same type of collar that the few non-humans allowed in the city—even the ones that were technically free—always had to keep on them at all times. Built by the Guild of Alchemists with tracking spells in them. 
 
    'Name's Giblet. I'm the branch manager, and in the order that I most often find these questions coming out of people's mouths: Yes, that is my actual name. Yes, I am a hobgoblin. No, a hobgoblin and a goblin are not the same thing.  
 
    'Yes, I would take offence if you were to mix them up, and I will kick your shins if you drop the word "hob" before the word "goblin". No, I'm not what you longshanks call a mutant and was never originally human. 
 
    'No, I do not live in a sewer and dispense sage advice to travellers that pass me shiny things, you're thinking of a grubblesnitch. And no, I don't tear steam-machines apart and cause things to rust, that's a gremlin. Don't even ask me what a gombolgrum-tum-tum is. You don't want to know. 
 
    'No, I'm not planning to eat your children or touch you inappropriately while you sleep or use your entrails to paint my house, and no, I do not "do parties". Having said that, hobgoblins are infinitely affable creatures, and we always appreciate a quote, unquote night on the town with the lads. 
 
    'I might be persuaded to get shitfaced with you and do your taxes for free when I'm off the clock, if I like you and if you ply me with quality booze. Maybe whisper some sweet nothings in my ear.'  
 
    Giblet tapped him against the leg with her walking stick a few times. 
 
    'Even an old hob likes to be made to feel young and beautiful every once in a while.'  
 
    'I suppose that covers most of my initial questions, as well as a good few that I never wanted the answer to and now feel traumatised by.' 
 
    She tapped the walking cane on the floor three more times. 
 
    'I'm glad to hear that, sir.' Giblet stuck a gnarled hand out; it was wrinkled like dark old leather and sported a sharp claw on the end of each finger. He couldn’t tell if it was age or whatever the fuck had happened to her. 'I should apologise for my seeming lack of formality, Viktor. I don't actually know your surname.' 
 
    He shook the hand idly, not exactly sure how else to react. 'No one does. But you know me?' 
 
    'I do. Not because of any hobgoblin magic-ness or anything. I just read about you this morning. I have to say though...' Giblet rested her fists at her hips. 'The prints don't really do you justice. You're much scarier in person.' 
 
      
 
    'Yes. Yes, I am. Thanks. You know, I really try. It's nice to be appreciated once in a while,' he said back, half snarky, half serious. 
 
    'And it's lovely to see you again, Physician Ordo. As always.' Giblet scratched a little at her left ear, which had had evidently been partially chewed off by something. The other had a line of golden rings pierced through it. 
 
    Amda shook her head a little. 'Giblet. I see you're still revelling in being the centre of attention.' 
 
    She didn't say it with any malice, and actually seemed a little more at ease now that the hobgoblin thing was with them. 
 
    Weirdo. 
 
    'Eh, you take 'em where you can get 'em.' Giblet shrugged. 'My bosses—whom I hate—tell me this place might get smashed up if I don't get your accounts sorted. Some something about political manoeuvring up in the Fancyboys' part of town.' 
 
    'You could say that. They made their minds up about that faster than I thought they would. I was expecting to have to spend the next three hours angrily flashing permits and seals at people.' 
 
    'I mean, nah, none of my bosses have time for that, and the Door Sergeant muttered up a storm through the speaking tubes. We don't like to let people see them, but they're built into the walls by the entrances.' 
 
    Giblet gestured at all the brass tubes in the room. Suddenly it made sense why the room was so ridiculously noisy. 
 
    ''Sides, they've got an uber-expendable little hobgoblin here for exactly that kind of situation. I'm replaceable.' Giblet said it with the kind of fake pride that could only have been sarcasm. 
 
    'Hence why I got "forcibly volunteered" to help you out with all the business you need to get done today. My only request is that—if you're here to kill me—instead of using that big axe, you let me die as I lived.' 
 
    'And how's that?' 
 
    'Drunk off my hide and being thoroughly ploughed. To the death.' Giblet stuck both hands in the air and gestured at something that no one else seemed to be able to see. 
 
    'I see why you've never taken me to this part of town before, Amda. I suppose you were worried there would be two of me.' 
 
    'Viktor,' Amda began, blushing like a peach. She brushed past him and Giblet, trying her best to perform damage control. 'Let me make introductions. This is Giblet. Giblet, meet Viktor. Please, please for the love of the Stone God, don't encourage one another.' 
 
    'Too late,' Viktor surmised. 'Tell me Giblet, does Amda ever mention me?' 
 
    'Mention you? She won't shut the fuck up about you.' Giblet tapped Amda's leg with her walking stick. 'If I have to hear this girl ask me one more time about—' 
 
    At that moment, Amda chose violence. She plucked one of the special posture-aiding pillows off a nearby clerk's chair and dove onto Giblet with it, clearly intent on smothering the hobgoblin to death. 
 
    Viktor watched on impassively, checking his pocket watch. It was only a quarter past ten. They had time. 
 
    'I think I just found my spirit animal,' he surmised over the sound of Giblet beating Amda with her stick and emitting muffled screams for her life. 
 
    'Viktor, no!' Amda shouted. 
 
    'Viktor yes,' he countered. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight: The Hobgoblin 
 
    'And then once all the bodies were cleaned up and the cow was put out of its misery, my great-great-great—some other amount of greats—grandfather Grimmel was dead, and my father, who was also named Grimmel, was the only one left standing, covered in bees and human faeces,' Giblet intoned, pouring a glass of wine for each of them and then drinking them all herself. 
 
    'But he had his pride, damn it!' She slammed a clawed hand onto the desk. 
 
    'And also written permission from the First Baron himself to dwell in the city on the condition that he never gamble ever again. On pain of death. But that was boring, so he did like any sensible amoral bastard did and went into the finance sector so that he could get his fix by gambling with other people's money. And that's the story of how this bank got started.' 
 
    'Lovely story.' Viktor nodded along, even as Amda sat in the seat next to him with her head in her hands. 'But then shouldn't you be bossing all the humans in here around?' 
 
    'Well, I would be. But then he lost the majority share in what definitely wasn't a game of cards and died in a terrible stair-related accident. Statistically, almost ninety percent of those happen on the stairs, wouldn't you know. 
 
    'Grum rest his soul. Now the evil, treacherous humans that run this bank mostly just keep me on because I know how it works in and out and I am also the only one who knows how to disarm certain traps in certain vault rooms. So I serve, for now, biding my time…' 
 
    Giblet wrung her claws together mischievously, then her ears perked down when she realised she had spoken aloud. 
 
    'No offence to evil, treacherous humans, of course.' 
 
    'Some taken. But here's my question. What ever happened to the cave troll? Grimmel the Elder had a confrontation with some cave troll, you said.' 
 
    'Well, some say he's still glued to the side of that barn to this very day, whistling a horrible—' 
 
    'When you told me you needed me to come out here today, Viktor, I was hoping, hoping so very dearly I could find a way to prevent the two of you from meeting so that you couldn't feed off of one another but, oh well, look at the time.' 
 
    Amda gestured to her non-existent pocket watch. 'Shouldn't we get down to business?' she pressed pleadingly. 
 
    'Fine. Question number one. Are you a witch?' 
 
    'Nope.' 
 
    'Do you know any witches?' 
 
    'Used to, but they all died in the Second War of Black Scales.' 
 
    Damn. His suspicions were far from allayed, but it had been worth a try. Giblet seemed like the type to bluntly admit to things if you caught her. 
 
    Almost reminded him of himself. 
 
    'All righty then. That checks out satisfactorily,' he lied. 
 
    'Can you take a look at this one bloke who had an account here and tell me what I've inherited from him and who he owed money to? And can you look into these other blokes who didn't have any accounts here and tell me if I'm going to inherit negative money if I take their estates on?' 
 
    Viktor produced the Baron's letter and dropped it on the table. Giblet screeched and fell out of her chair. 
 
    'You idiot, that’s from the Baron! It'll explode and kill us al—' 
 
    'I thought so too. We already checked it.' 
 
    'Well, all righty then.' Giblet got back into her seat nonchalantly and tapped some papers against the surface so that the corners would align. 
 
    'Give it here. The first one shouldn’t be a problem. People don't normally log their debts with their banks, given that it's supposed to be a personal affair between two private citizens, but I can check. And I know the accounts of the Erolos well. That whole extended family makes heavy use of our services. I'll probably be able to point out any...holes in the logbooks. 
 
    'Catch is, I can't guarantee any kind of accuracy in the latter three cases if they don't have accounts here. I can guess based on what these men did for a living and anyone I might remember giving payments to or receiving payments from them through the bank, but that's about it.' 
 
    'Otherwise?' he asked. 
 
    She shook her head, ears flopping from side to side. 'Otherwise there's almost no help I can be to you, at least on that front. 
 
    'But, push comes to shove, I can point you to a good private evaluator that can give you a rough idea. The city never really patched that particular loophole in the blind inheritance law, the private investigator angle.' 
 
    'Thanks, Nana. I love you.' 
 
    'I love you too, Grandson. And, more than that, I'm proud of you. Not just for what you've done, but for who you are.' 
 
    'Shoot me in the head with a poisoned crossbow bolt,' Amda mewled. 
 
    'Later,' Giblet mumbled, getting out of her chair and clamouring up a wooden filing cabinet that was about seven times as tall as she was. 
 
    And not just because she was short, either. The office was bizarre. Big leather "person in charge" chair, mahogany desk, cupboards and pens and paper. 
 
    It was recognisable as an office, yet the room was completely circular, and everything was both completely out of proportion and angled like it was a painting out of a first-year art student's piece on bizarre interiors. Or maybe a drug trip. 
 
    Viktor leaned back in his chair. It would have been comfortable if the backrest wasn't triangular, ending in a point at his neck. He watched Amda fidget, refusing to meet his eyes and pretending to be very interested in the cupboard Giblet was climbing. 
 
    It seemed to get even steeper and sheerer the higher she got, to the point that by the time she got near the top, she was hanging off it by her arms. Her legs flailed around for purchase that wasn't there. 
 
    Clearly Amda's social anxiety was acting up again. He decided that it was best to shut up for now and not try to engage with her. 
 
    Trying to make Amda feel comfortable when she was feeling shy just tended to make her more hyper-conscious of the thing that was stressing her. He doubted feeling sandwiched between him and Giblet had helped. 
 
    He was half-contemplating the red and brown diamond pattern on the walls and half thinking about what conversations Amda might have been having about him to the bank clerk of all people. 
 
    Giblet finally managed to get a particular latch open. 'Aha! The Erolo family files! Covered in semen and entitlement, just like I remember them!' 
 
      
 
    Giblet stuck her arms up triumphantly, forgetting for a moment that they were the only things keeping her stuck to the cupboard and then predictably fell to the floor, clutching the papers to herself like they would somehow save her life. 
 
    She pancaked against the floor and lay there in a twitching heap for a few moments. 
 
    'Giblet, are you all right?' Amda asked with concern that was actually much milder than Viktor had been expecting. Almost like she was used to this. 
 
    'Fine. Fine, my dear.' Giblet bounced back up suddenly, brushing herself off. 'Hobs climb things a lot. So we also get used to falling off things a lot. Now then, Lord Tol Erolo. I never liked that man. His nostrils were offensively pointed, and this coming from a fucking hobgoblin.' 
 
    Giblet got back into her seat and opened the book up, pouring over the pages and flicking to the more recent entries. 
 
    'So you say the concern is that he was either blackmailed with the fact that he was dead broke, or the person who loaned him the money offered to cut him some slack if he did some favours for them.' 
 
    'Those are two of the possibilities we've been considering.' Viktor nodded. 
 
    'Yeah, well I can confirm that he is actually only worth negative money. The family's income from their stables dried up during the early parts of the Graceland Wars; they had to sell their armour workshops to make do. 
 
    'They haven't seen any coins from there in three years. Sure, he had his pay as a Watch officer, but that got cut in half four years ago when he was demoted two ranks for public brawling or something to that effect. Didn't do much to stem Tol's lifestyle. See here?' 
 
    She gestured at a line of red text that had been marked on one of the pages, followed by several more that vastly outnumber the black lines. 'Expenses. Expenses upon expenses. 
 
    'Tol Erolo was never required to tell us what he was spending the money on, but given that we had to know who we were paying, I can tell you that by the looks of things, most of it went to upper class prostitutes, booze, drugs and what looks to be some significant gambling debts.' 
 
    'Let me see.' 
 
    Giblet pushed the book closer to them, turning it around on the table and hopping onto it herself after a moment, tiny claws on the ends of her feet making a click-tick sound as she walked around to keep up with the book. Both him and Amda looked over it. 
 
    'I hope you're not expecting me to know what I'm doing here,' Amda said quietly. 'There's a reason I have Giblet manage almost all of my finances for me.' 
 
    'That's fine. These gambling debts, were they all to one person?' 
 
    'Sorry. I might have to shut that down. It seemed like Tol Erolo owed just about every stray lord in the city at least a little coin. These red lines here are all to different men, and those are only the ones he bothered to pay back.' 
 
    Giblet gestured at a few specific red entries, marking down names Viktor thought were vaguely familiar. The kind you heard in passing conversation if someone was influential enough. 
 
    'I only know those are probably from gambling because I recognise some of these names as noblemen that also like the cards. If you look here, there's almost always a payment order to the Cheshire Cat or the Golden Lestrange on the same day, not to mention money going to this man here, Blue Le'Velvet. He's a well-known drug dealer. Deals in blue pixiedust.' 
 
    Giblet shrugged a little, tapping over to the wine and pouring herself another glass. 
 
    'I can tell you from personal experience that Tol hated paying money back. Entitled shit of a man. This indicates to me that he drew a little bit of money in cash every time he went to get shitfaced and play cards, on top of putting his booze and women expenses on his accounts with the brothel.' 
 
    'Right, so the late Lord Erolo liked to indulge his vices in patterns,' Viktor nodded. 'Draw money at the bank to pay your loan sharks back with, go to the whorehouse or the gambling den, get shitfaced, gamble, lose all your money, borrow money from someone to gamble with. Rinse and repeat.' 
 
    'You get it. He kept enough physical coin in his pockets so he could pay to soothe over the egos of the people he'd most recently pissed off before he got to work pissing new people off.' 
 
    'Right, right,' Viktor hummed. 
 
    The drug dealer might have been an angle to look at, if it wasn't far too obvious and more than a little implausible. The dust coming in had been in industrial quantities. The drug dealers in the city normally dealt in amounts measured in milligrams. Not crates-worth. 
 
    'So, my question is thus: If he was in constant debt for three years, where did he get the money to pay those debts?' 
 
    'Honestly, he didn't. He paid just a little. A tiny bit there, a little bit here. Taking out loans from people to pay back other loans.' 
 
    'Right, we suspected as much.' 
 
    It might have been a dead end, but then something caught his eye. A name, written in black next to a tally for a neat hundred silvers. 
 
    Mark Gain. 
 
    'This person here. What's this for?' 
 
    'Like I say, I couldn’t tell you. We were only required to put the money in the account, not record what it was for. This is from a...Mister Gain. I can't say I recognise the name. Nor can I suggest what he could be paying Tol Erolo for.' 
 
    Viktor could. This was one of Cuff's dummy accounts. He set them up with various banks in the Middle and the few banks that operated in the Lowers. Always using a fake name, sometimes using a fake face. 
 
    The accountant had paid Viktor good money to teach him how to wear a false face properly, even if the exact methods used to enchant them were beyond Viktor and required the services of an underground alchemist. 
 
    Cuff used those accounts to discretely move money to and from various parts of the city, mostly on the basis of where his clients needed it.  
 
    The fact that they were stretched across so many banks made it hard to track where the money went once it entered another account. Extra insurance. Cuff had called the practice "bureaucracy padding". 
 
    The mazes of transactions were almost always a careful way to get paid for the cooking noblemen's books service he offered. The Fancyboys didn't like to pay taxes, so many of them were willing to offer decent coin for Cuff's help. With a small fee paid to the dirty accountant, they managed to regularly shave a lot of money off their books and so had to pay significantly less tax. 
 
    Viktor pulled the book closer. Mark Gain only had one entry on this page, but Cuff wasn't in the business of loaning money out to people. He definitely wasn't stupid enough to dabble in arbitrarily neat amounts like one hundred silvers. That was a dead giveaway that the transaction was artificial in some way. 
 
    Viktor flipped back through the pages, finding three more instances of Mister Gain paying Tol Erolo. Fifty silvers. Twenty-five silvers. Three hundred silvers. 
 
    Hmm. And what have you been doing, Cuff? 
 
    Viktor flipped through the book a few more times. 'Does this book have any copies?' 
 
    'Look who you're talking to. I have three more in the cupboard, but they're identical.' 
 
    'How long does this one go back?' 
 
    'Lord Erolo's entire life since he opened his first account at eighteen. But this is about five decades.' 
 
    Giblet tilted her head at him. 'Something on your mind?' 
 
    'Maybe.' 
 
    He flipped through the book again, racking his head for the list of pseudonyms Cuff was privy to. He didn't know all of them, and it was probably a good bet that the little accountant had flipped him one or two fake ones when he'd asked. To say nothing of the reality that Cuff changed pseudonyms a lot. 
 
    There. Jerry Meer. This time it was in red. Tol had made a payment. Twelve silvers. Viktor had to flip forwards in the book until he found another instance of the name. Slowly working his way back to the front, he started seeing more and more instances of Mister Jerry Meer being paid. 
 
    What was telling was that Tol Erolo had bothered to write down what the payments were for. 
 
    '"Entertainment services,"' Viktor sighed. 
 
    'Hmm?' Amda tilted her head at him. 
 
    'Entertainment services. Like a private bard. Going back to the last two or so years. Six silvers. Nine silvers. Thirteen. Nineteen. Eight. Six. Five. Ninety-eight coppers. Now why would Tol Erolo write down what the money was for in the margins?' 
 
    'I mean, he did that fairly often. Just because he didn't have to doesn't mean he didn't.' 
 
    To illustrate her point, Giblet pointed at a page that was particularly heavy with notation. 'Lord Finch for a new suit of plate armour. Arur the Smith for a new claymore. It's easier for people to keep track of the money they move around if they write the purpose down. 
 
    'Also makes it easier for them in case anyone ever accuses them of non-payment. The Court just comes in here and takes a look at my book and the books from the other person's bank and goes, "Ah, there, you see? Lord Erolo did pay you, you lying little urchin. Off to the torture cells with you!"' 
 
    'No, I get that. But a private bard? Really?' 
 
    'It might be code for prostitutes?' Amda suggested. 'I mean, it's within the...type of thing that Erolo got up to.' 
 
    'Right, but both a private bard and a private hooker are just such weird things to put down in your bank. You'd only pay the bard in a cheque if they were some famous fucking telltale or something, and if the hookers came to your house you'd pay in coin. 
 
    'And most of the call girls in the city are unionised, especially the expensive ones. If he was hiring a whore, especially an expensive one, the money would have gone to one of the brothels first, then been sent by them minus guild fees to whatever woman he was sleeping with. And look at the way the payments vary. It almost neatly goes from thirty silvers at the earliest entry I can see to him then eventually paying in coppers.' 
 
    Like a debtor that was steadily getting desperate. Making any payments he could, scrabbling for change. 
 
    'What are you getting at?' 
 
    No one knew he knew this, but Jerry Meer was a fake name that Mickey used when she was moving large amounts of cash around. 
 
    End had broken into Mickey's office half a year or so ago—at Viktor's behest—and found out by rifling through some of her documents. 
 
    A massive amount of money had been loaned to Tol Erolo under one of Cuff's accounts, and then after that he starts paying money to Jerry Meer. 
 
    So, Mickey the Ease was dipping her toes in the loan-shark business, even though the Dark Council had made it explicitly clear to her and every other criminal in town that you didn't cross territory lines unless you were either becoming the head of a guild or ordering around the head of a guild. 
 
     Stupid Tol Erolo. Cuff would have never been foolish enough to make these kinds of mistakes; the amounts would have never been this neat. He would have strangled Tol himself if he caught the man drawing attention to the transaction by lying ineffectively about what it was for. 
 
    Viktor would bet money that Cuff had gone through the effort of putting the money in Tol Erolo's hands haphazardly, over the course of days or weeks with intermediaries and dead drops. 
 
    Then this upper-class fuckwit goes and ruins all that work by shaving off the change, rounding up for convenience's sake, and marking the entries in lumps from Mark Gain rather than a hundred and two tiny little ones that could be explained away as business trickle if anyone asked. 
 
    "Entertainment services" was such a convenient thing to mark off for because it was the kind of thing that—whether bard or whore—left no physical evidence behind. A luxury that had money spent on it, then disappeared into the void. Well, in the case of the whore, that was only true if you cleaned up properly afterwards, but that was besides his point. 
 
      
 
    No doubt Tol had thought he was being clever, but in attempting to hide the flow of money, all he'd done was accidentally label it with a fib so common it had become a discredited cliché by now. 
 
    If you went into a Lowers pub and asked your mate what he'd bought with that silver piece he'd made betting on that bareknuckle boxing match last week and he said "entertainment services", you knew that was the code for, "It's none of ya fucking business. It was illegal." 
 
    'So, you say that you managed Tol Erolo's money? All of it?' 
 
    'Pretty much.' 
 
    'And which family businesses exactly did he receive dividends and profit shares from?' 
 
    Viktor had found the fuckup. Now he just had to know what Cuff's actual intended cover had been. 
 
    'Like I say, they've all closed in the last three years. The only two still open is a sawmill on the outskirts of the city and a bakery of all things.' 
 
    'Which is newer?' 
 
    'The bakery, by far. Tol purchased it around two and a half years ago. The mill has been in the family for fifty-four years or so.' 
 
    Viktor double checked the dates. That left what was a relatively neat six-month period between the purchase of the bakery and the first Jerry Meer payment. 
 
    'Bakery's doing well?' 
 
    'Well enough,' Giblet hazarded. 
 
    'But substantially better than the mill, I'd wager?' 
 
    Giblet blinked. 'Yes, actually. At least in that it didn't file for commercial insolvency two months ago. How can you tell?' 
 
    Viktor said nothing, not verbalising that he thought it was because Tol Erolo didn't have anything to do with the running of it. 
 
    In all likelihood, it was just a shell business used to make payments disguised as legitimate transactions. Restaurants and bakeries were historically good for that kind of thing, seeing as they served so many customers in a day. 
 
    It wasn't hard to bump the numbers up just a little, pretend you're selling more product than is actually the case, and allow the discrepancy to account for the extra money moving from sources that were, suffice to say, somewhat less respectable than selling pies. 
 
    That was how Tol was supposed to note the profit down; to say he was getting a little money every week from the bakery he owned. Realistically, no one would bother to check and call him a liar. 
 
    Viktor glanced at the wall. Giblet kept five clocks on it for some reason, all in a straight line and displaying the same exact time of nine minutes past eleven in the morning. 
 
    It had taken longer to pry Ordo off Giblet and bring the hob up to speed than he may have liked. That she had gotten stuck into a long-winded story halfway through hadn't helped. 
 
    And he still wanted to get out of this bank sooner rather than later. 
 
    'You've been very helpful Giblet. I think we'll want a copy of all of these accounting books to take with us to the Upper Keep, please. Along with any other documents pertaining to Tol Erolo. And I still need to set up an account for myself.' 
 
    'Have you got the paperwork for that?' 
 
    'I have the writ of exemption here.' 
 
    Viktor was still wary of the little hobgoblin. What he'd felt in the lobby had not been the result of odd acoustics. 
 
    The witch was out and about, and whatever it had just done seemed a mite more direct than the recurring dreams. For all he knew, Giblet had just thrown a spell at him. 
 
    They needed to move their timeline up. Clearly, DeWinter was moving his up too. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine: The Man in the Blue Ascot 
 
    'Viktor, I'm not exactly sure what you're getting at here. You've clearly found something in these accounting books,' Amda said quietly. She moved quickly to keep up with his gait as they left the office four and a half hours later. 
 
    The actual process of registering an account had taken longer than he'd have liked. Normally there was a minimum deposit you needed to put in to even qualify for an account, but his exemption note covered that too, so he technically had an account with no money in it. 
 
      
 
    Giblet had, however, been none too happy that the process had taken significantly longer than she would have liked. Something about extra paperwork. 
 
    'I did,' Viktor said, 'but it's related to another thing the Captain told me to keep my face shut about. I'm writing it all down now. You're probably better off asking him. If I blab, that gets us both in the poo.' 
 
    Idly, he checked the corridor for anyone following them. The third time in five minutes. 
 
    'Sorry to keep you in the dark even after making you come down here,' he said. He awkwardly balanced a crate the size of a small mead barrel under one arm. It was full of five dozen heavy accounting books. 
 
    'It's fine.' She shrugged one shoulder. 'It's not like I go on at length about exactly what brand of stab wound I've treated on any given day.' 
 
     With his other hand he was badly scrawling a note of instructions onto a piece of parchment, trying not to lose his footing and plough into the wall or spill the small ink pot on top of the crate onto any documents. 
 
    Damn things. If only the Guild of Steam would just get on with it and invent quill that didn't need ink. Maybe something that just scratched words on the damn paper. 
 
    'I never like it when you go all quiet like this. It means you're either planning something or worried that someone else is planning something.' 
 
    'You know me too well,' he sighed, piling notes on top of the crate. 
 
    One note detailing where he thought the money had come from and where it had gone, and how. 
 
    Another formally declaring his acceptance of all the properties of the dead men, including their debts, signed and dated. 
 
    One letter from Giblet that had the details of an evaluator she trusted written on it. He doubted he'd make use of that. Even suspect as Cuff currently was, the man didn't fuck around when it came to doing his job properly. Viktor would probably have him look over all the estates. 
 
    A fuck-tonne of miscellaneous documents Nikolas would have to have some of the clerks in the keep take a look at. 
 
    Honestly, this entire question about money and accounting was starting to irritate him. It felt like a distraction. 
 
    'Sorry for this, Ordo. I need you to take all of these to the Upper Keep. There's someone I need to speak to. I'll catch up with you later.' 
 
    'Is everything all right?' Amda asked concernedly. 
 
    'I'm not genuinely sure. Just not the kind of stuff I can mention aloud. Not here.' 
 
    'Right.' Amda saw the inference for what it was and let it lie, though she gave him a look that meant she'd be wanting the full story once they got back. 'Pass it here.' 
 
    'Careful. It's heavy.' 
 
    'I can handle—Oof! she said suddenly as he awkwardly handed her the box and felt like a dick for the way she struggled with it. 
 
      
 
    'No, on second thought, I don't want to make you lug that all the way up there by yourself. Maybe take a carriage. I'll pay the fare.' 
 
    At that, she gave him a look that was edging further towards irritation, getting a better grip on the thing with both hands and standing a little straighter. 'Viktor, I can carry a heavy box and some letters. Don't treat me like I'm a risk factor.' 
 
    He sighed, looking away awkwardly and continuing the walk. 
 
    For a few seconds the sounds of their footsteps on the tiled floor was the only thing breaking the silence. 
 
    'What's gotten into you?' She stopped him with a hand on his shoulder and moved closer, peering at him. 'You're normally the last person to treat me with kid gloves. Why so skittish now?' 
 
    'I don't like the way some of this is turning out.' 
 
    Amda snorted a little, checking the narrow hallway at both ends to make sure they weren't being overheard. 'Obviously. But don't take that as licence to act like I'm a pet maiden that needs protecting, all right? You know I'm tougher than I look.' 
 
    'Sorry.' 
 
    'Hey, it's fine. You're a worrier. I get it. But don't clam up like that.' Amda shrugged a little, still keeping an awkward hold on the box. 'In our sphere of work, it does more harm than good.' 
 
    The corridor broke back into the lobby. Viktor noticed at once as someone in the crowd shifted around impatiently, having obviously been waiting for them. 
 
    'Murderer,' the noble sneered. He broke from the throng and intercepted them before they could get halfway to the door, his hand on his sheath. 
 
    'Milord, with the greatest respect,' the sergeant from before, James, began nervously, 'the bank guardsmen have this handled—' 
 
    'Clearly not, you bleeding peasant,' the man—more of a boy, really—snapped, pointing at Viktor. He had a hawkish face, with dark, stringy hair and a chipped canine tooth that became visible whenever he spoke. The high collar of his tunic didn't quite cover the ugly scar running horizontally across his neck. 
 
    'If he's not some other dust-addled thug off the street that can't tell which way is up, and he's not just here to cause a distraction while one of his friends steals something, then this is the one that killed Lord Erolo.' 
 
    Viktor was curious about the wound the young man had on his neck. The tissue was furiously red and swollen, rising above the rest of his skin in an angry shape that actually made it look like he had a slug stuck to his neck. 
 
    Viktor might have assumed the scar was from a slashed throat that had gotten treated with a lucky glob of salvestone, but the wound pattern was wrong. It looked more like the result of several repeated cuts to the same spot with something jagged. Maybe a surgery that had been impressively botched. 
 
      
 
    'Milord, all due respect, we've already seen all of his documentation and he has a special permit—' 
 
    'And what? This is supposed to be a place where I can get business done, not a common waiting room for the Baron's goons from the Lowers. He shouldn't even be breathing.' The boy gestured to Viktor derogatorily. 
 
    Amda gave him a cautious look. She put the crate down and slowly inched her hand into her coat where she kept small knives coated in various venoms and poisons. She was clearly more than a little scared, but if nothing else it was a good sign that she was reaching towards a weapon. 
 
    Viktor put a hand on her wrist slightly. 
 
    'I think maybe you need to stop trying to square up to me, boy. I'm not in the mood for this.' 
 
    'See? Right there.' He stuck an index finger at him. 'That right there is the problem. This entire city has gone to the dogs. If it weren't for people like you, we wouldn't have riots in the centre of the Middle like it's a Lowers tavern brawl. And Lord Tol Erolo would still be with us.' 
 
    'Can't say that'd warm the cockles of my heart very much. If anything, me offing him was an improvement. Call it a public service. That said...' 
 
    Viktor leaned in closer to his face, keeping his posture as condescending as he could. 
 
    'Do you have much experience with tavern brawls in the Lowers? Was that where you got that big, red pustule on your neck?' 
 
    Predictably, the boy's sword left his side, and Viktor had suddenly gained justification. His seax was too far away in his boot and the sword was coming his way, so he instead leaned into the noble's swing and drew the knife he'd stolen off the Erolo boy out of his vest. 
 
    Funny thing about slicing someone in the eye, it's gross. If you do it right, the eye will sort of do a weird mix of bursting and falling apart, and the disgusting fluid within will seep out along with a considerate amount of blood. 
 
    That exact situation played out as the knife sliced through the ludicrously vulnerable material that constituted his eyeball, showering fluid and droplets of blood all over the sergeant. 
 
    Amda would have been sprayed as well, had she not had the sense to take several large steps back, 'eeping' at the sight of the extreme gore. 
 
    Equally predictably, the boy dropped his sword and started screaming, as did several other nearby rich people. A woman in a gaudy dress fainted; someone screamed for more guards. 
 
    'Sore spot, isn't it?' Given that he was masked, Viktor allowed himself an ugly sneer. 'That's a very interesting cut you have there. I'll be very honest, I'm actually quite curious about how you got it.' 
 
    'I'll kill you!' the noble howled, scratching on the floor for his fallen sword with one hand and stemming the disgusting flow from his socket with the other. 
 
    A few other nobles around him drew their own blades but the speed of Viktor's reaction gave them pause. The shamblebrasses made to move, but James put his hands on their shoulders and hauled them back. 
 
    Another sergeant gave him a furious look and made to order them back, only for James to pull him aside and start swearing at him in a furious whisper. The man went pale and sheathed his sword awkwardly. 
 
    'I mean, if we weigh up the probability of that, I'm not convinced. I'm in a really, really foul mood today, boy.' Viktor stuck the knife under his chin. 
 
    'Between that and the fact that I've been actively looking for an excuse to slice someone up from the Uppers, my advice would be to empty your pockets of whatever coin you have on you, drop that fancy slicer, then get the fuck out of my sight. Advice for the eye: you'll want to cauterise it sooner rather than later.' 
 
    'Salvestone mixed with gingersnip is useful for sealing injuries to ultra-soft tissue and encouraging tissue regrowth,' Amda supplied awkwardly from the side. 'You might be able to get a little bit of sight back in the eye if you keep up with daily treatments...' 
 
    'See? She says that you're being a big girl's blouse, and that you should suck it up.' 
 
    'Viktor, I didn't say tha—!' 
 
    'How dare you speak to me that way!' The boy took another blind swing at Viktor and, more out of pity than anything, Viktor deflected it with the knife and let him get away with a shallow slash across the back of his neck, eliciting another howl. 
 
    'All right, so that's another escalation. We're nearing the part where I make you empty out your accounts, Mister...?' 
 
    'Lord Thron Highdark!' 
 
    'Ah, right.' The name rang a bell. 'The smokeship nobles. You're a long way from the gantries. Don’t you have a skyskiff you need to attend to, little man?' 
 
    Viktor knew Thron's type. Noble, but of the lesser kind. Nephews of lords or landless knights. Young and carrying a sword he barely knew how to use. Enough blue blood in his veins to develop an ego but not enough to have the means to back it up. 
 
    'Guards, you useless fools,' Thron screeched. 'Don't just stand there! Hold him for me—!' 
 
    'I think maybe that might be quite enough, young Master Highdark.' A bored voice intoned just loudly enough to be heard. 'I've counted twice now. He won't let you get away with three, you know.' 
 
    'What?' the boy sneered, looking in the direction of the person that had spoken. 'Who the hell asked you, you damned—!' Then his remaining eye went wide and he hissed through suddenly closed teeth. 
 
    'Be careful, young lord. The environment in this bank isn't quite as lovely as I'd want it to be, but it could still get much worse. Even now.' A slim man with deathly pale skin and a shock of pure white hair smiled smugly, swirling a small glass of wine around. He was seated in one of the comfortable booths that were periodically spaced around the lobby. 
 
    Dressed in a white frock coat that was well-tailored but completely sans any ornamentation, he stuck out like a sore thumb against the red velvet seating, only a light blue ascot preventing him from appearing fully like a man-sized blank spot in a painting. 
 
    Not a particularly large man, not tall or wide, but when he spoke the room went a little quiet. Viktor could tell by the way his admittedly slightly jeerish, crackling voice bounced off the walls, that this wasn't a man that was unused to public speaking. 
 
    Hulkreug DeWinter gave one last idle swirl of his wine—looking for all the world like a vampire savouring human blood—then gulped the remainder down in a decidedly loutish gesture that made the nobles in the nearby booths blanch. And then he stood. 
 
    His shoes echoed across the room as he walked, bouncing off all the brasswork in the lobby like he was striking a church organ. The echoes were followed by the metal thudding of the four Merchant Guard shamblebrasses and the officer in a familiar sneer-mask that trailed behind him. 
 
    'Mister DeWinter,' Thron began carefully. 'Surely you don't expect me to just leave such insults unanswered? In a few years I'll be knighted. My conduct now reflects what will be expected of me then.' 
 
    'Oh, definitely, Master Highdark.' Hulkreug smiled with what even Viktor almost thought was genuine fascination, sticking an index finger up and waggling it around like a professor imparting some secret to a student. 
 
    'Who we are today determines who we are tomorrow. I find it quite impressive that you're so committed to your duties. But, with the greatest respect, I think I might need to point out certain details you might have—in your understandable and laudable eagerness to conduct yourself as is befitting your station—not given their due consideration.' 
 
    Thron gave Viktor an awkward side eye, and Viktor found it immensely telling that he seemed more uncomfortable now than he did when he'd had his fucking eye taken out. 
 
    His swordplay was piss poor from pain, but the fact that he could even keep swinging was marginally impressive by itself. 
 
    'And what details would these be?' 
 
    'Well, for one...' Hulkreug grinned so cordially that Viktor thought something was going to explode. 'You may well be very near to the last strike that good fellow over there will allow you. The Laws of Three and all that.' 
 
    Hmph. Not bad. 
 
    'I...don't follow.' 
 
    'Well, why have myself explain it when the expert himself is right there?' Hulkreug gestured to Viktor like he was the head of faculty or something. 'I'm sure our good friend Viktor would be happy to elaborate on the codes of conduct he has to abide by in his capacity as our great city's executioner.' 
 
    'Boy, do you honestly think I was aiming for your neck? Laws of Three. Self-defence outside of executions. First cut entitles me to cut back. Second cut entitles me to cut again and make you forfeit what's on your person.' 
 
    'Oh, and the third cut?' Hulkreug asked, feigning ignorance. 
 
    Viktor gave him a dry look and turned back to Thron. 
 
    'To answer the question of the albino whose mere presence is currently making you shit your trousers, one more cut and I could have called it fair justification for a street execution. Escalate from a lawful killing in self-defence to getting the rights to everything you've got. Thanks, by the way, Mister Hulkreug DeWinter for slicing that particular little stream of potential income in half neatly at the fucking naval.' 
 
    Mock his appearance. Call his gamble. See how he reacts. 
 
    Disappointingly, Hulkreug seemed more enthused by Viktor's response than anything, even as Thron started to sheepishly back away. No doubt the adrenaline was fading and he was realising how close to getting killed he'd come. 
 
    More than anything else, that the nobles had become so used to trodding all over the peasants that they felt like it was reasonable to try to slice them open in the middle of a fucking bank for a joke about a scar was indicative of how sick Adelstrad was. 
 
    The boy mumbled something that Viktor didn't bother to listen to, then dropped his sword and a hefty coin purse and scurried away. He was followed shortly by his friends when Hulkreug gestured to do so with his chin, not taking his eyes off Viktor even as he did. 
 
    Slowly, Viktor tilted his head at the smaller man. 'Hmm. You're not what I was expecting.' 
 
    'Where have I heard that before? You pictured someone taller?' 
 
    'Fatter, actually.' 
 
    Hulkreug smirked and drew his arms wide. 'Well, I do like to keep surprising people.' 
 
    'So I hear.' Viktor let his eyes pass over DeWinter and wander over the assembled crowd.  
 
    What was curious was that it wasn't just the merchants that were shitting themselves, but the nobles too. He knew DeWinter wasn't the kind of guy you fucked with in his own back garden, but this was bordering on a little ridiculous. 
 
    'I'll say this, DeWinter. I'm marginally impressed. The only other person I know of that can invoke this kind of casual terror is whichever noble from the Red Palace is currently invoking the Baron's name on official business. Maybe the Church would be a close second on a good day.' 
 
    'Please, Viktor. You can just call me Hulkreug. No one knows your surname, so I'd feel at a little bit of a disadvantage were we to proceed so formally.' 
 
    He turned to look at Amda, and she shrunk a little. 
 
    'And Physician Ordo, a pleasure to make your acquaintance at last. I read your thesis on improvised battlefield medicine. Gifted stuff, that.' 
 
    'Thanks,' Amda said cautiously. She turned a little towards Viktor, plainly uncertain and out of her element, as if quietly asking if she was supposed to shank him or not. He subtly waved her away. She shook her head and backed off a little, but didn't take her hand away from her knives. 
 
    Hulkreug watched her back away, and far from offended, he brimmed with energy and bounced a little on the balls of his feet.  
 
    '"Proceed," he says.' Viktor bent down on a knee and scooped the sword up. He bounced the coin purse in his hand a little, trying not to make it obvious he found himself salivating at its weight. 'You realise I'm just here to get my finances in order?' 
 
    'Oh? Come into some money recently, have we?' 
 
    'Yes, ever since I killed the shit out of Tol Erolo and the other three men that were helping you smuggle materials for shatterstone bombs into the city.' 
 
    Seeming less than perturbed at the blatant accusation, Hulkreug just snorted in amusement and lowered his head, shaking a finger at him. 'I think you'll find that hasn't been proven to any kind of reasonable standard. So you're missing the word "allegedly" in there somewhere.' 
 
    'Uh-huh.' 
 
    Cheeky old fuck. Viktor knew DeWinter had a pair of balls on him just from what he'd heard of the man's reputation, but it took a special kind of confidant to just take a high treason accusation to the face and keep on grinning. 
 
    He wasn't going to lie. He was on the backfoot here and he was starting to feel unnerved. The man was giving off too many mixed signals; Viktor didn't have a read on him. 
 
    'As...dynamic as this conversation has been, I need to get some other things done today. I'll see you around, Hulkreug.' 
 
    Viktor turned and plopped the still-bloody knife back onto the crate and hoisted it up, then he gestured for Ordo to walk ahead of him and made to head outside. 
 
    She got the message and moved ahead of him, but they didn't get more than two metres. 
 
    'I must admit, I'm surprised to find you here. Blackclads aren't normally allowed in the Middle, much less into the Grimmel Bank. The closest you'd get is the Moneylenders' Guild in the shadier parts of town. Maybe have some local crime boss in the Lowers squirrel the coin away for you, if one of them could be trusted with such a thing.' 
 
    'You'd be surprised,' Viktor said without turning. Against his better judgement, he stopped walking. 
 
    'It's funny how the criminals in this city sometimes seem more civilised than the "behaved" citizens.' 
 
    'And, you know, that to my brain sounds exactly like a wonderful segue for two gentlemen and a lady of comparable intellect to spend a few hours sitting down cordially with one another discussing the issues of the day.' 
 
    'Like I said. I'm busy. And you're hot like a smith's poker at this point. I'd rather not.' 
 
    'And what of the good Physician Ordo's thoughts?' 
 
    'I have vivisections I need to perform,' Ordo pulled a few strands of hair out of her eyes. 
 
    'Oh, very well. You're two people that make their own decisions. That much has been made abundantly clear by now.' Hulkreug walked up behind him and clapped his shoulder good-naturedly. He spoke much more softly now, to be audible only to Viktor under the slowly returning roar of the small crowds. 
 
    'If you're completely and totally uncurious as to how I evaded that little security detail around my manor, or for whose benefit that whole display I made with the Highdark boy was...If you'd rather not have the answers to these and a great many other questions, I'll bid you a good day.' 
 
    Like a fisherman with a line. Except Viktor was the fish and DeWinter was leveraging his own curiosity against him as bait. 
 
    'Yeah. You too.' 
 
    Viktor made to move away again, and for a moment he thought he'd gotten clear. Then each of his shoes tapped exactly twice against the flooring, and Hulkreug spoke again. 
 
    'But, out of curiosity, would you be able to chat another time? Perhaps during that dual raid the good Captain Lauter is planning tomorrow on my manor and Captain Soltkin's keep, respectively?' 
 
    And, just like that, like the fucking fish he was, he went for the bait. Viktor put the fucking crate back down and turned on his heels. 
 
    'You know about that?' he asked neutrally. 
 
    'Of course. You've no doubt come to realise by now better than most that I have ways of knowing about things that might be...atypical.' 
 
    'You're not a particularly subtle man, are you, Hulkreug?' Amda asked. 
 
    'I think you and I both know that subtlety is something that has a time and a place. It just so happens that I maintain a modest business relationship with the owner of the bank, so he allows me certain perks while I'm in here. I have a parlour nearby, in the upper floors. Can you believe they have a private members' club up there and everything?' Hulkreug said it like a child that had just been given free reign in the world's largest sweets shop. 
 
    Simply speaking to Hulkreug in public at this point would invite suspicion from the Baron and could very well eradicate any of the trust Nikolas had in him, and yet the old fart had probably already done that much damage with the stunt with the Highdark boy. Viktor doubted Hulkreug DeWinter gave a single solitary shit if he cut a noble to death in the middle of the bank. 
 
    This was the old man moving pieces on his chess board. 
 
    On the other hand, the old shit was dropping a lot of verbal bombs for a man that was supposed to be on the backfoot. Viktor felt that familiar tingle on the back of his neck that told him things were about to go very, very wrong. 
 
    The question now was whether or not him going into the spider's web made that worse, or better. Clearly, Hulkreug had a preference, which should have probably indicated to Viktor that doing the opposite was probably a good idea. 
 
    And yet he'd still come to this fucking bank for a reason, and the cause of that reason was standing right in front of him offering answers. 
 
    'Fine. We'll speak. Tomorrow. In the Upper Keep's cells. I'm sure you'll have plenty of time then.' 
 
    Hulkreug spread his arms wide. 'Of course. Sounds like that'd be as good a place as any. What are friends for if not interesting conversation?' 
 
    'You and I aren't friends.' 
 
    'Yet.' 
 
    Viktor gave him a mean look, then—even though it caused him physical pain—pulled Thron Highdark's coin purse out of his vest and dropped it on the ground, spilling three gold cubes and a collection of silver rectangles all over the floor. 
 
    At that, Hulkreug finally let some surprise show on his face, giving Viktor a confused look. 
 
    'I'd think a man in your financial position would be more careful with his money, Viktor.' 
 
    'It's not my money, though, is it?' 
 
    'I believe the Laws of Three allows a mugging at the second stroke of the blade, as you said yourself.' 
 
    'And the fact that you bothered to learn that is telling in and of itself. It's almost like you've been doing your research. And, you know, even for a noble's son, this is a lot of coin to just conveniently have in one pouch, even in the middle of the fucking Grimmel Bank. 
 
    'I'm not stupid enough to get caught walking into a bank, talking to you in a private booth and then be seen leaving with a coin purse that's worth several times more than my life on me, Hulkreug. 
 
    'I might as well just paint a sign on my torso that reads, "Hi, I'm Viktor and I like to take hefty bribes from the Guild of Merchants. Please exterminate me." At least the money off Erolo's corpse can be tracked and accounted for. Mostly.' 
 
    The mask slipped a little bit, and the veneer of cheer was replaced with an unreadable expression that lasted for about another six milliseconds before Hulkreug pulled the affability back on. 
 
    'Hmph, well. Not bad, Viktor. I'm actually a little surprised you caught that. It's an old trick that's worked on many lesser men.' 
 
    'No doubt you were counting on my well-known habit of looting the corpses of anyone I kill. Furnish me with relief from the unnecessarily bureaucratic, conniving nightmare of stupid, labyrinthian backstabbing that is evidently your favourite part of this fucking city, DeWinter. I have places to be.' 
 
    Viktor turned and stomped up to him, stabbing him in the chest with his index finger a few times. 
 
    'Lot of big words in there.' Hulkreug smiled and sneered at the same time, pushing the finger down. 'Were you always this eloquent, or did they pop you one of those "word-a-day" calendars when they gave the hood?' he smirked. 
 
    'No, actually. Your daughter gave me one the first time I fucked her silly in the Rat's Ass. I hate to ruin the end of the story for you, seeing as the smut novel adaptation is still in the works, but let's just say you're not the only man in the city she calls "Daddy" anymore.' 
 
    That got a reaction; the stupid, petty lie that he'd pulled out of his arse before he'd had a chance to think if it would be a good idea in the long run. 
 
    Hulkreug's mask slipped completely, and his face got so very red. He didn't make a sound. Not one single sound. Then Viktor laughed at him, and he slowly realised he'd been taken for a fool. 
 
    'Well played, you little shit,' he said eventually. 'You almost had me there.' 
 
    'No, I just got you. Lot of eyes in this city, Hulkreug. Only a certain number belong to you. You've clearly had a lot of time to decide who your enemies are and where their weak spots lie.  
 
    'Careful we don't decide to do something about it. Maybe one day you wake up in the morning with Olga's freshly fucked, decapitated head staring up at you from where her bloodied corpse has been left on the dining room table, sans all of its skin.' 
 
    Hulkreug, still red in the face, tilted his head at him. 'You realise I have to kill you for that, don't you?' 
 
    'All things being as they are, you and I were already on collision course. Tell Lym Erolo that we've got enough to constitute probable cause against him too.' 
 
    'I'll be sure to do so,' Hulkreug sneered. 'But tell me, you don't think giving me a free heads up is a bit risky, seeing as how I've clearly run circles around every one of the Baron's men in this entire city?' 
 
    'Foreknowledge of the rat trap and the ability to avoid tripping it are two greatly different things. You'll find it's quite difficult to continue to be a clever old shit with your head no longer attached to your shoulders, Mister Hulkreug DeWinter.' 
 
    Viktor made a show of cleaning some dust off the smaller man's aforementioned shoulders just to give his threat some physical centring. 
 
    Then he picked the bloody crate back up and left, careful to put himself between Amda and Hulkreug as they left. 
 
    He felt concerned she'd get a crossbow bolt in her back if he didn't, and he was the one wearing armour. That was the game they were playing now. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten: The Lord 
 
    'So, Hulkreug DeWinter clearly had more than one spy in the keep. I had been hoping that Tol Erolo had been acting alone,' Amda sighed as she got out of the carriage they'd hired to take them back. 
 
    Well, the one he'd hired, like he'd offered to. In the end, paranoia had won out and he'd decided to play it safe, even if Amda gave him twitchy looks the entire way back. 
 
    The woman was acting more than strange today, and he didn't know if he wanted to begin unpacking that. 
 
    Viktor bent a silver piece in half along the ridge that went down it and tossed it to the driver, then waved the man away as he tipped his hat at them. 
 
    He cracked a whip against one of the dozen doubleted, veiled, and perfumed shamblebrasses holding the wheelless carriage up and descended into the dark of the late afternoon rain. 
 
    Expensive fucking way to travel. Even if the Guild of Caravans didn't need to pay to feed and keep horses, the cost of buying a shamblebrass was prohibitive to the point that they needed to make cash back somehow, and that how was charging through the nose. 
 
    'By the looks of it.' Viktor hefted the box he'd had to eventually fight Amda for. 'But maybe not. There are other ways to gather information and that old shit is smarter than I might have first assumed.' 
 
    'High praise, coming from you.' 
 
    As they walked a little, something immediately struck him as wrong. 
 
    It hadn't been obvious at first on the approach in the carriage due to the fog that had rolled in, but now he noticed there were more men milling around the front of the keep than normal, and the doors were barred closed instead of the normal bolt. 
 
    It was hard to tell for the rain and the choking clouds that blocked all the light, but there might have been more men on the walls too. Strutting about ominously. 
 
    'We're on an alert right now,' Amda noted. 
 
    'I see it too.' 
 
    'You don't think, given what happened in the bank's lobby...?' Amda trailed off. 
 
    Viktor gave her a look, again putting the crate under his arm and moving one hand to the Erolo knife, cleaned and back in his vest. 'Keep an extra eye out.' 
 
    They approached slowly in the rain, their footsteps against the cobble somehow as loud as the thunder in the distance. 
 
    'Halt! Who goes there?' a voice, whose owner Viktor couldn't discern for the rain, shouted out. 
 
    Neither of them answered. 
 
    'Is it the gate patrol?' Amda asked quietly. 
 
    'It might be. I can't see for the fucking fog.' 
 
    Two spears slammed against the ground and the voice barked through the air again. 'I say again! Who goes there?' 
 
    'Lukas, is that you?' Viktor called back quietly. 
 
    He didn't receive an answer for a few seconds, then three men in heavy red cloaks walked up, clutching their spears tightly in their hands. One shone a lantern in their direction. 
 
    'Viktor, you arse,' Rosh cursed, his face coming into the light as him and Maxwell stepped closer. 'I was about to fucking spear you on principle.' 
 
    'You still might, one day. What's this all about?' 
 
    Rosh moved his head back and forth in agitation. 'Nothing good. Lym Erolo is arguing with the Captain on the High Perch.' 
 
    'The fuck? He's here?' 
 
    'Has been for hours. Came in with three dozen of 'is own household guard.' Rosh looked uncomfortable. 
 
    'What is it?' 
 
    'It's maybe best you not be near the keep right now, Vik,' Maxwell gave Rosh a cautious glance. 'Lord Erolo is...er, not happy about his brother.' 
 
    'Is that why you're on an alert?' 
 
    'Mostly, among a few other things. The dungeons went a little mad earlier today. Priests say it's a side effect of the cleansing they're performing. Haunt's all in a foul mood.' 
 
    'Rosh, don't try to blow smoke up the man's arse.' Maxwell shuffled nervously. 'You know how he gets if you don't just tear the bandage off.' Maxwell turned to him, leaning cautiously on his spear. 
 
    'Lord Erolo came here to kill you this morning. He blames you for Tol Erolo dying.' 
 
    'I mean, depending on your philosophical view of whether or not it's the hand that does the killing or the mouth that gives the order, he might have a point.' 
 
    'Viktor, now's not the time for sophistry,' Amda sighed, giving him a look. 'Was there violence? Why are we on alert?' 
 
    'He didn't, you know, lay siege to the keep or anything stupid like that, but he's leveraging his noble status hard and the Captain said he wasn't feeling like chancing it.' Rosh grunted. 'Had the gates locked tight. He's been arguing with Erolo on the High Perch for fucking hours.' 
 
    'Wait, by himself?' Viktor asked quickly, halfway heading to the gates already. 
 
    'Nah, Captain Lauter's smarter than that. Lukas and Heun are idling around and there's guards posted all over the courtyard. I'm less concerned somebody stabs somebody else as I am the Captain loses his temper and hurls Erolo off the High Perch.' 
 
    'We're never that lucky, Rosh,' Maxwell sighed, pulling his cloak tighter over himself. 
 
    'Be nice if he did die, though,' the other watchmen whose name Viktor didn't know said. 'Could be nice to watch someone fall off the High Perch.' 
 
    'Shut it, Tiny. Your big mouth was the one that farted out the comment that had Lukas posting us out here in the arsehole rain.' 
 
    'I didn't say anything that provocative,' Tiny, who was ironically just shy of six and a half feet tall, grumbled bitterly. 'Just that if the way Erolo was squawking like an angry bird was any indication, he'd probably fly off the High Perch instead of fall.' 
 
    'Right, yeah. That's what we were all thinking and you went and verbalised it, ya dummy,' Rosh grumbled. 'Loud enough for Lukas to hear too. You're supposed to talk shit under your breath at the Fancyboys.' 
 
    'Not my fault Lukas' blueblood self has bullshit magic eardrums that can hear the whores shit in the Lowers and tell the difference between them by the tune of the drop if he's trying hard enough...' Tiny complained further, wandering off back towards the gate and leaning up against the wall. 
 
    'I like the new guy.' Viktor nodded, watching the bald man head off. 
 
    'He's not new, just stuck in the armoury most of his life. And for good reason.' Rosh directed a mean look over his shoulder. 'When he leaves the armoury, bad things happen, and we get in the shit.' 
 
    'I said I was sorry. You're worse than me bloody ex-wife...' Tiny made some mocking gestures at Rosh. 
 
    'There's been a development. We need you to let us in.' 
 
    'No.' Rosh said with mock surprise, chapping his lips. 'I figured you and Ordo were just out here in the rain to make sweet love to each other, using the sound of my arse cheeks clapping against one another as romantic background music, maybe get a suntan or two while you're at it, grow some fucking ferns in the pavement, adopt and raise a family of goblins...' 
 
    At that, Ordo pulled a small vial of something out and dropped it at Rosh's feet. Maxwell jumped back as it exploded into white smoke. Rosh yelped as one of his shoes caught on fire a little. 
 
     She shook an angry, angry Ordo fist at him. 
 
    'Rosh, they teach us the tiniest amount of non-magical chemistry in university, even if you're in medicine. I know how to make more than smoke bombs. Don't test me. I'll put bees in your underwear while you sleep.' 
 
    Tiny thought that was hilarious and proceeded to laugh uproariously at Rosh's expense as Maxwell signalled one of the watchmen on the wall to unbar the gate. 
 
    'Wow Ordo. Way to defend my honour,' Viktor drawled with a smirk. 'Is this the part where I give you a kiss on the cheek and pass you a token of my favour for the upcoming tourney?' 
 
    'Don't you start too, Viktor.' 
 
    * * * 
 
    Viktor heard the shouting almost as soon as they pulled out of one of the keep's buildings and into the same courtyard where Nikolas normally hosted political functions.  
 
    'And I'm telling you, Lord Lauter, that I have rights! The Laws of Three clearly state than in the event of an execution carried out with undo cruelty by the executioner, he may be charged for it!' A furious, bellowing voice carried over the wind. 
 
    'That's not a good sign,' Ordo sighed. 
 
    'No, it's not.' 
 
    'Viktor, I can be the one to show all of this to Captain Lauter. We can move you into the infirmary for a few hours.' 
 
    He shook his head. 'Some of it is stuff that's for the Captain's ears only. Has to do with what I've been looking into for him. Besides, I'm getting really sick of this fucking crate, and I'd love an opportunity to antagonise some nobles.' 
 
    Amda shook her head but didn't break pace with him as they walked. 
 
    'You don't have to follow me there, you know? You've probably got work you need to get done.'  
 
    'I do, but consider this revenge for pulling that stunt with the carriage earlier.' She smirked with her eyes. 'Not only am I going to sneak half a silver piece into that makeshift office of yours when you're not looking, but now you have to deal with me getting all overprotective and volunteering to stab Lord Erolo in the face if he offends your honour.' 
 
    'Ugh, Ordo...' 
 
    'Yes, exactly. You now know my pain.'  
 
    For once in his life, Viktor let it lie, instead focusing his attention on what he counted as more than thirty men hovering around the High Perch. All wore dark grey breast plates, carried halberds, and trouped the Erolo coat of arms. 
 
    Not quite knights. Their armour looked inexpensive and mass-produced. It only covered the vital areas of the torso and groin, but not the common peasant rabble a lord might levy during wartime. 
 
    Nikolas himself was surrounded by a few good watchmen in what seemed to be a tense stand-off with a man who had brown hair and a sharp nose. Nikolas stood up quickly enough that his chair fell over, sticking an angry finger into the man's chest, which was armoured in full, unreasonably ornate plate. 
 
    Green eyes glared daggers at Nikolas, and the man seemed to be very near to drawing his sword. The men-at-arms around him were none less on edge, and in turn the watchmen were also preparing themselves for things to get ugly. 
 
    It didn't escape his notice that a few men from the garrison were slowly milling into the edges of the courtyard, loading crossbows from windows and the upper walkways. 
 
    Shit. He might actually have to diffuse the situation. 
 
    'Listen to me carefully, Lord Lym Erolo,' Nikolas hissed. His face was slowly going red, and his normally flawless diction was turning overly pronounced like a drill-instructor emphasising words strangely in order to be heard. Except his voice didn't get even a bit louder. If anything, he'd gotten quieter. 
 
    The only reason Viktor could hear from this distance was because the square had gone dead silent. All of the watchmen and a good few of the Erolo men-at-arms winced painfully. 
 
    This was not the way the nobles in the capital spoke, not even a little. This was angrier, with a mean brush to it. Like iron filings against wood. Somehow Nikolas seemed even less compromising this way than if he had shouted. 
 
    'Listen to me very fucking carefully. I want you to understand that if you and I had met during the war, I would have put you at the front of a suicide phalanx myself. Purely on general principle. I do not like you. 
 
    'I don't like what I've heard of you, and I most especially don't like you barging your way in here and making demands of me at the point of that pathetically gaudy little pigsticker of yours.'  
 
    Nikolas gestured disparagingly at Lym's sword, which was leafed in a pretty mouth-watering amount of gold. 'During the war, it was General Lauter. Now I'm serving in His Grace's Watch, and it's Captain Lauter. Don't you ever call me Lord in front of my men ever again.' 
 
    Lym didn't take a step back in the face of Nikolas hitting his last nerve, which was admittedly impressive on its own merits, but Viktor did watch his eyes widen a little bit and his grasp on his blade slowly slacken a little. 
 
    Viktor watched Lym notice them out of the corner of his eye, almost refocus on Nikolas, then realise who he'd caught a glimpse of. And then it was his turn to go red in the face. 
 
    'The man that killed my brother is standing right there,' he said stiffly, furiously, 'and you're sitting here getting on my case about your rank, Captain Lauter?' 
 
    Nikolas's head snapped to the side and for a moment he pulled his face into something that looked distinctly animalistic. Like a dog that wanted to bite into something. Then he snatched a goblet of wine off the table and took a long drink. 
 
    'Viktor, your timing is a little terrible. You can issue your report later. For now, I'll have you escorted somewhere else in the keep.' 
 
    The older man gestured behind him a little and Viktor noticed Heun emerge from the crowd, dressed in watchmen's chain rather than his usual white plate. 
 
    No idea what that was about. Maybe it was a thing that had to do with Lym's presence. Heun hurried over and gave Viktor an apologetic look, putting a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    'The last time I saw him this angry, he was court martialling a soldier for rape. Please don't test him this time,' Heun whispered carefully. 
 
    Viktor might have felt offended if he hadn't been aware the escort was more for his own safety than for the sake of making a show of having the Blackclad marched out. 
 
    Not wanting to exacerbate the scene, he turned on his heels and let Heun make a show of moving them away. Four more watchmen formed a circle around them as they walked. 
 
    'Something happened at the bank,' he whispered back, turning his shoulder to stare at Erolo. 'Hulkreug DeWinter was there, Heun.' 
 
    'What? That's not possible, he hasn't left his mano—' 
 
    'Spoke to him myself, Heun. He knows about the crackdown tomorrow. And someone from the Highdark family tried to knife me. Hulkreug was the one that had him stand down. 
 
    'My knowledge of nobles is a little slim, especially compared to yours, but aren't the Erolos and the Highdarks distantly related or something? If Hulkreug has one of them dancing to his tune, then maybe it's not a good idea that Lym be in here and not in a pair of handcuffs.' 
 
    'I was there too. I can confirm all this,' Ordo said quietly, shrinking a little under Lord Erolo's gaze, which hadn't left Viktor since he noticed him. 
 
    'Shit. Fine. I'll put you up in the barracks for a while, then I'll come back and tell—' 
 
    'Executioner!' Lym's shout echoed off the walls. His temper had reached its end. He pushed away from Nikolas's table and approached, gilded boots making small shattering sounds against the courtyard as he moved. His sword hissed free of its scabbard. 
 
    'Don't you dare!' Nikolas put a fist into the air. Three crossbow bolts immediately whizzed neatly past Lym's head—too close to be a miss—and bounced off the pavement. 
 
    The man froze still as stone at the warning shots. He panted hatefully, eyes locked directly on Viktor. 
 
    'Milord, orders?' one of Lym's men-at-arms called nervously as more watchmen streamed into the courtyard. 
 
    'Soldier, your orders are to drop those weapons, sit down, and shut up,' Nikolas snarked, stomping over to put himself between Lym and them, along with a large group of watchmen. 
 
    Lym's men didn't move, mostly because he hadn't ordered them to. None of them made to drop their weapons, however, even as the watchmen surrounded him. 
 
    'You creature...' Lym hissed. 'My brother was innocent. You murdered him.' Even from here Viktor could smell the stench of alcohol on the man's breath and hear that his words were more than a little slurred. 
 
    'I wasn't the one that issued the sentence,' Viktor ground out. 'You want to blame someone, blame the Baron.' 
 
    'Petulant dog. Yours were the hands that held the axe!' 
 
    'If they hadn't been, then I would have lost my head.' 
 
    'You still might!' 
 
    Three more bolts whizzed past Lym's face, and Viktor took irritated satisfaction in watching him wince. 
 
    Nikolas lowered his hand, which by now was shaking with anger. Still, he managed a smirk that was bordering on smug. 
 
    'You know, Lord Erolo, during the war I prided myself on my ability to put together a good formation of crossbowmen. At my best, I could train a man from a novice that had never held a bow before to an expert able pin a goblin to a tree by its hand at thirty metres. In eight weeks. I keep the men in this keep to a similar standard.' 
 
      
 
    Nikolas pointed at him. 'You are significantly closer to those crossbowmen than thirty metres, and during the entirety of the travesty that was the Graceland Wars, I never issued more than two warning shots. 
 
    'This isn't a habit I plan to change, so if you don't want to find yourself looking like a pin cushion, I'd suggest you stop behaving like a stray troglodyte off the street.' 
 
    'No. I demand satisfaction from this beast.' Lym gestured at Viktor disparagingly with his sword. 'If you shoot me, my men will simply turn this entire keep into a bloodbath. I have more waiting outside.' 
 
    Viktor hadn't seen them, but the fog had been thick enough that he couldn't rebuke that. 
 
    'They might make the attempt, yes.' Nikolas glared, then turned to look at Viktor without a softening of his features. 'Executioner, did I not just give you an order to get out of my sight?' 
 
    Viktor sorely considered testing Nikolas by needling the Erolo man. Truly he did. But a look from Heun told him that now wasn't the time to weigh on Lauter's last nerve. 
 
    'I apologise. I had something urgent I needed to speak to you about, but Heun said he would relay it to you when the timing is less...unfortunate.' 
 
    'I'm sure he will do so. Right now, you're needed for the scheduled inspection on the dungeons.' 
 
    There was no scheduled inspection, but Viktor saw the out for what it was. Lym was in that rare place between caution and blind fury, and it was probably best that he leave now before his presence tilted him back towards the latter. 
 
    He put the crate down, gestured to it vaguely, then turned on his heel and started to walk away, feeling a disgusting taste in his mouth for what felt like retreat. 
 
    He had to pointedly ignore the harsh globules of spit that landed on his shoulder as he was leaving. Viktor felt himself shiver with something, and it wasn't cold. 
 
    'Viktor, don't,' Heun said. 
 
    Lym spat at his back several more times as he moved away. Viktor made to stop. 
 
    'Viktor, don't,' Ordo said. 
 
    'Enough! Damn it, man, control yourself or you'll feel the back of my gauntlet!' Nikolas shouted. 'You're supposed to be of nobility. Stop th—' 
 
    '"Heun"?' Lym mocked after him. 'He addresses your squire by his first name. So informally. And you speak to me of decorum? My own son doesn't call me anything other than "sir" during training and "Father" in any situation other than. Is the capital so lax that you let the murderous dregs debase you this way? I'd beat a servant that called my son by his name. I'd beat my son if he called me by my name.' 
 
    Charming. 
 
    Clearly the old fool was entering into that place where he was both full of blind rage and without any means to do anything about it, so he was settling for being as petty as he could manage. He sank deep into the frustrating and pathetic depths of an anger that couldn't be exercised and a vendetta that couldn't be acted upon. 
 
    'Executioner! Those filthy bureaucrats in the Red Court may have been bought out by whatever coin purse was used to orchestrate my brother's murder, but I am not fooled! Those charges were false!  
 
    'I will hunt you! I've been doing my research these past days and weeks. I know where your hovel is! I will burn it to the ground and crucify you with my own hands for what you have done!' 
 
    At that, Viktor allowed himself a smile and felt his posture straighten a little bit. 
 
    There was a certain air of tragedy in Lym's voice. He had suspected him for an uncaring man, but clearly even pieces of shit could love their family. 
 
    Hearing his furious screams was cathartic, in a certain way. And he dearly hoped the man came to his cottage and attempted to make good on those threats. 
 
    The drunken fool only had to miss three swings before Viktor had licence for a street execution. He was sure that even in debt as the Erolos were, he might be able to churn a profit renting their manor out for orgies. 
 
    Just like Percivalia Erolo probably would have wanted. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven: The Old Hands 
 
    Nikolas found him in a corridor in sublevel three two hours later, just as he was finishing up the dire chicken scratchings he was making in the Book of Three. 
 
    He would have filled it out in his office as he'd originally intended, but Stephen and Joshua were evidently bored and had made it their mission to harass him with irritating, untrue, and frankly hurtful remarks about his weight and the presumed length of his dick, so he had come down here for some quiet. 
 
    Except, you know, the continual screams and screeches of the restless dead as the templars continued their ongoing cleansing. But the sound of angry dead people was normal in the dungeons; you got used to it. 
 
    He'd never get used to just how needlessly cruel Stephen and Joshua had been to him, especially after he'd given them some pudding even though they'd landed themselves on the naughty board. 
 
    Was this his fault? Had he been a bad jailor to enable this kind of behaviour? They grew up so fast and then they turned into such incredible cunts. He had neither a small dick nor love handles. 
 
    'Am I interrupting?' 
 
    'Fucking God, man!' Viktor hissed to his feet out of reflex. 'Don't do that!' 
 
    He hadn't heard him at first, despite the noise his mail should have made. The gentle knock against the wall almost scared the life out of him. 
 
    Nikolas was silent for a few moments, then turned his head away awkwardly and put his hands up placatingly. That was Viktor's first sign that something was very, very wrong. 
 
    'What's happened?' he asked. 
 
    'Nothing. Erolo drank himself into a semi-conscious stupor, and I've convinced his men to carry him back to his manor. Am I interrupting?' Nikolas gestured at the book. 
 
    'Fucking not really. It's just the fucking logs. There's not really a specific way to fill this thing out, honestly, so it can get a little difficult to know exactly what you're supposed to put down.' 
 
    'I see. What's the point of the book, then?' Nikolas asked. 'If I can ask,' he amended quickly. 
 
    Viktor gave him a weird look from under his pink reading glasses. 
 
    'To teach the next man in the hood how to do the job, mostly. Seeing as we all come from criminal backgrounds, there's no guarantee that the skills get passed down. 
 
    'Medical knowledge, diagrams, notes on how to swing an axe or an executioner's sword, advice for what can only be termed as execution etiquette, how to keep a dungeon, notes on how people react psychologically to torture, how to tell the difference between a false confession that's only being blurted out to make the pain stop and an actual one, the exact list of responsibilities and the few special privileges that come with the job.' 
 
    Viktor rubbed his neck tiredly. 'All that, and a hundred other things you wouldn't initially think you'd need to know but are pretty helpful now that the bloke before you took the time to write it down.' 
 
    Viktor flipped through the book indifferently. 'Every executioner before me has had a different little way of doing it, and the accounts of specific people who got killed are where it can get especially variable. 
 
    'Old Radec liked to write it like he would a shopping list, listing everything he would need to set up or do beforehand and then checking them off. Wrote any important little tricks in blue and any mistakes in green. Probably might have used red, but he might've found it evocative of blood. Mental detachment. A lot of the old guys figured that trick out early. 
 
    'The man before him, Muller, had been a merchant before he'd been convicted of bludgeoning his wife to death with a stone after she'd had their dog put down to spite him while they were in the process of divorce. 
 
    'Most of his logs look like an inventory record, neat and to the point, but he had a habit of scratching the word "botched" in big, red letters if an execution went wrong. Very self-condemning even in instances where the error was completely out of his control. 
 
    'Before him was Deidre. Grand larceny. Overdramatic woman. Had been in the theatre but got bored of it. Apparently liked the thrill of the heist more than the money. She also wrote a short personal eulogy for each of the condemned.  
 
    'Poor bitch had a poetic side and evidently never really got the emotional issues of the job down pat. I imagine that if you spoke to the woman while she was alive, you'd never believe she was the one to come up with the idea of the preserved faces used as masks.' 
 
    Nikolas sighed. 'I hadn't realized the book was this personal.' 
 
    'It varies. Carl Lotenburg came before Deidre, and he kept things to the point in the logs, but he also had a habit of writing down his actual fucking shopping lists in the margins when he didn't have paper nearby. Not a bright man, but good at calming the condemned down, from what I've read.' 
 
    'What was his crime?' 
 
    'Nobody knows. The truth died with him, I suppose. The only reason I know about Deidre and Muller's crimes are because they wrote them down here themselves. Deidre was upfront about it, came in her second entry. Suppose she liked the attention. It took Muller ten years' worth of entries before he could write about it.' 
 
    Viktor tapped the book. 'Ironic, isn't it? This is probably the most honest and consistent historical document in this entire city. Two hundred years of what averages to daily journaling. 
 
    'I know a lot of historians and some freakish personal collectors that might salivate over this thing. Too bad it's enchanted. Nobody but an Adelstradian executioner can open it. Even if they did, the pages would come up blank.' 
 
    Nikolas nodded. 'Physician Ordo has filled me in broadly on what transpired at the bank, and I've gone through your notes.' 
 
    'Evidently you didn't enjoy the experience,' Viktor noted. 
 
    'No, I didn't, but this is hardly the first time I've had to deal with bad news and change plans accordingly. I more specifically wanted to speak with you about what happened in the courtyard.' 
 
    'Uh-huh.' 
 
    'May I sit?' 
 
    'It's your dungeon.' Viktor shrugged. 
 
    Nikolas nodded, sliding down the opposite wall and tiredly rubbing at his face. 
 
    'Yeah,' Viktor said at the sight of the Captain. 'You've clearly had a rough day.' 
 
    'Everyone in this fucking keep has...' Nikolas sighed. 'I'm hardly special.' He dug around a pouch at his side and produced a smoking pipe. 'Do you mind if I smoke?' 
 
    'You know I hate that lung-killing shit. Just make sure you stay all the way over there and waft it away with your hand, and not in my direction.' 
 
    'Thank you...' Nikolas sighed, striking a match against his breastplate and lighting up. The red pixiedust in it almost immediately caused something in the dungeon to produce an irritated growl. Nikolas looked around sheepishly. 
 
    'Relax. It's not a lot of dust. And the Church has really cleaned up down here. They've wiped them off now, but this entire corridor was covered in those dumb circles of theirs. The damn surges have calmed down a little, at least.' 
 
    Nikolas took a long draw of his tobacco pipe. 
 
    'Father Stendeval tells me his men are working their way down slowly. They should be finished with sublevel seven by the end of the week.' 
 
    Viktor nodded along. 'What's on your mind, Nikolas?' 
 
    'I...came down to apologise. I can't help but feel I should have put my fist into Erolo's face in the courtyard, and you certainly shouldn't have been subjected to that imbecile's bile. It was disgusting.' 
 
    'If you'd hit him, he simply would have had his men start a melee. My presence was agitating the situation; I probably would have moved me somewhere else too.' 
 
    'You're perhaps more understanding than I might have been were I in your shoes,' Nikolas admitted. 'The threat of force shouldn't have anything to do with it. There are rules people should follow.' 
 
    'But they don't, and sometimes you have to pick the lesser of two evils.' 
 
    'That doesn't make it pleasant.' 
 
    'No, but it's what you signed up for, Captain, even if you didn't know it at the time. Same as how I volunteered for this hood, because the alternative was dying.' 
 
    'I'm aware. I suppose I just wanted to check up on you.' 
 
    'I'm irritated, but you know, I actually found that whole interaction perversely cathartic. Call me a sadist, but I rather enjoyed watching that idiot's mind fall apart as he tried to comprehend that his brother wasn't so blue-blooded that he was immune to losing his head. 
 
    'But that leads me to my next question. Do we have enough reason to suspect that Lym is going to be a problem as well, or can we call Tol an isolated case?' 
 
    'At this point, the evidence isn't conclusive either way. Tol was definitely guilty as sin, and this connection to Mickey the Ease concerns me.  
 
    'But as for Lym, other than the circumstances of the riot during his brother's execution and him being an arsehole, we can't really prove anything. There's enough that we have warrant to search his house and arrest him if he tries to stop us, but not much else.' 
 
    'Hmph. That sounds about right. What about the tunnels under the Rat's Ass?' 
 
    'I had some squads tear the place apart yesterday as soon as I got the full story on Milletra's confession. Empty and picked clean, including those gold cubes I know you were hoping to swipe when no one was looking.' Nikolas gave him a knowing look. 
 
      
 
    'It seems that whatever remnants were left of the Guild decided to cut their losses and abandon the tavern. Once that became clear, I sent some men down with blue pixiedust and had them collapse them again. Bloody things were a security risk if the city ever came under siege.' 
 
    'Right? And the Nordling tomb?' 
 
    'I called in a favour from a captain in the Adelstradian Air Fleet who owes me. He sent a skycutter to that location. The sailors found the tomb, but even a comprehensive look revealed nothing but cobwebs, uncomfortably large spiders, and mummified Nordling dead. There were signs of recent movement, so it could have also been picked clean of anything useful or implicating.' 
 
    'Smugglers' Guild again?' 
 
    'Most likely.' 
 
    'And DeWinter? All the reports we've been getting said he hadn't left his house. Neither him nor his daughter. Do you suppose he snuck out dressed as a servant or something? Maybe he has a tunnel too, seeing as those are apparently in vogue right now.' 
 
    'I can't say for sure. All I can say is that the men posted in front of that house were ones I trusted, so I doubt there was another incident of bribery involved.' 
 
    'And yet we're dealing with a witch, one that clearly was able to try something on me in the bank today. Felt like my skull was splintering into ooze. Who's to say those men haven't been...influenced?' 
 
    'What? You mean bewitched? Mind control?' 
 
    Viktor shrugged. 'Not like I have any idea otherwise of how the fuck these things work. Are we calling off the arrest?' 
 
    'No. I thought about it. DeWinter dropped what he knew for a reason, and I don't think it was just for the purpose of deriving some cheap laughs from you. But you spoke to him. What did you think?' 
 
    'He seemed the type, but not at the expense of getting what he wants. It was targeted. He's trying to throw us off our guard. Make us question.' 
 
    'So then that poses the conundrum. Firstly, how the hell did he know? We can only assume he either has a spy or the witch has some means of relaying that information to him, assuming they're even different people.' 
 
    'Has the Church been able to shed any light on that?' 
 
    'I consulted Stendeval. All that his meditation on the amulet reveals for certain is that the witch resides currently within the city proper and that it's male. So we can rule out all of the harpy clans in the provincial wilderness and half of the Adelstradian population.' 
 
    'Hmph. Reasonable enough progress.' 
 
    'But, let's leave that aside for a moment. Regardless of how he got his hands on the information, he does know.' Nikolas gestured with his hands. 'And from what we've seen of how carefully he plans things, working indirectly through intermediaries. So you're right. He had a goal in mind when he pulled that knowledge on you. Did he say anything else?' 
 
    'He suggested Ordo and I follow him up to some club in the upper floors of the bank. He phrased it innocuously enough, but he was clearly trying to get us alone so he could either disappear us or tempt us with money. That Highdark boy lost any enthusiasm to fight me when DeWinter stepped in, and he had a heavy coin purse on him.' 
 
    'Did you snatch it?' 
 
    'No. Paranoia got the best of me. Hulkreug all but admitted that he wanted to initiate a setup wherein I left the bank with a purse full of coins. No doubt he had merchant guardsmen posted outside to catch me. Them or watchmen that'd been tipped off anonymously.' 
 
    'What if that wasn't the plan? What if he only wanted to make it look like mundane bribery? Maybe there was something about those coins?' 
 
    'Now who's being paranoid about what the witch might be capable of? And thanks, now I won't sleep tonight for fear that I'll turn into a snake because I touched the fucking pouch.' 
 
    Nikolas lay in thought for several long moments. 'Guessing specifics is impossible. But he clearly wanted something. What would benefit him more? 
 
    'Us becoming uncertain because of how much he knows and delaying the arrest, or us assuming he was bluffing and going ahead anyway. What would he want? He intended to either delay us for what could have possibly been a good length of time while we reconsidered, or to get us in there now.' 
 
    It was uncomfortably like the way he'd bluffed Milletra into getting herself caught. Him and Hulkreug didn't think so dissimilarly to one another. 
 
    'I mean, does that even narrow it down? Seems like it's just the massive space between two extremes, one that could encompass anything.' 
 
    'More than you might think. During the war, I lost exactly one battle.' Nikolas held a finger up. 'It happened when a particularly clever opponent—who had a peacetime fondness for boxing—noticed how careful I am when I lay battle plans and how much I hate deviating from them. DeWinter seems to fit that description quite aptly. I've been wondering if perhaps the same stratagem the Gracelandian used against me couldn't be applied here...' 
 
    'What did you have in mind?' 
 
    'You'll find out soon. Tonight, I need you to go speak to Mickey, find out what she knows and what she's been doing. Rosh and Maxwell will follow along after you in plainclothes. Press her for what you can, then come back and stay in the keep. 
 
    'I can't have you leaving the city and getting knifed in your own home. Both Hulkreug and Erolo want you dead now, and I don't think either of them are above attacking you while you sleep.' 
 
    Viktor growled. 'I was afraid you'd say that. Here I was hoping I'd be able to take Erolo for all he was worth if he tried to fucking fight me.' 
 
    'Tell you what.' Nikolas smirked. 'If he resists arrest, I'll give him a blunt sword and let him take three swings at you, then you can call it a street execution.' 
 
    'Fucking goody.' 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve: The Seven Cats 
 
    Much later that evening, with Rosh and Maxwell discreetly idling in the street outside under instructions not to enter the building unless something went very wrong, Viktor found himself finally getting around to that little chat with Mick he'd been meaning to have for weeks. 
 
    Initially, Cuff had tried to deny it when Viktor had cornered him in the Seven Cats. He'd initially smiled upon seeing him, hand halfway up in a friendly wave, then he'd gone awkward upon realising this wasn't a social visit. 
 
    Then he'd gone pale as Viktor put a piece of paper marked with the name Mark Gain on the table, along with some hastily copied dates and amounts from the accounting book. At that, he'd switched from the denial game to the spin game. 
 
    Viktor couldn't drop that he knew about Jerry Meer specifically without making it obvious he'd dug way too deep into Mickey's business, but Mark Gain was a name Cuff had mentioned himself. The executioner had covered his own snooping around Mickey's accounting by lying through his teeth. Viktor had claimed that a dirty watchman who had worked with Tol had informed him that the dead man had been paying money to Mickey. 
 
    It wasn't a perfect lie, and the fact that Viktor knew anything of Mickey's business would likely be worrying to the head of the Thieves' Guild, but Viktor needed to know what had been going on down here. 
 
    And even a cursory look at the note had put Cuff in an utterly compromised position. One that had him brimming with frustration and unable to keep up the pretence for more than a few minutes. 
 
    'All that lazy fucking subhuman had to do was mark the transactions down like I told him. The damn bakery was there for a fucking reason,' Cuff hissed quietly, flipping through the pages of one of the spare books Giblet had given Viktor. 
 
    He had only brought one of the three copies, but it had been enough distraction to cause a shift in Cuff's attitude. 
 
    'Yup,' Viktor agreed. 
 
    'Run me through this again.' In an exceedingly rare display of aggression brought on by what was clearly pure professional disgust, Cuff grabbed Viktor by the front of his vest and pulled him down to his level. He gestured at the book with the kind of quiet, subdued fury that only an angry accountant could produce.  
 
    'He marked them down in lumps? Fucking lumps?' Cuff spat quietly, gob flying everywhere out of his mouth. 
 
    'Yup.' 
 
    'And he rounded up?' 
 
    'Yup.' 
 
    'And he wrote down "entertainment services" as the reason for the transactions when he started paying the money back?' 
 
    'Yup.' 
 
    'Unbelievable.' Cuff shoved the book away in disgust. 
 
    'I go through all that effort to make it look like that mutant was making the money legitimately instead of just whoring it off Mickey like the dirty little monkey-boy that he was.' 
 
    Cuff rubbed his face tiredly, ignoring the looks all the other assembled goons were throwing their way. A waitress gingerly placed two beers down on the counter in front of them, giving Cuff a wide berth and Viktor an even wider one. 
 
    'I decided to be the greatest, nicest loan shark of all time and make it easier for him to spend that fucking money without answering any awkward questions about where it came from, and he does this!' Cuff lobbed the book at the wall in disgust. 
 
    Viktor picked his drink up and, even in his capacity as a non-drinker, took a moment to appreciate that the Seven Cats didn't water their fucking beer down. 
 
    He sloshed the liquid around with a deliberate sort of slowness, letting quiet seep into the conversation. 
 
    'Yeah,' he said eventually. 'It's pretty infuriating when that happens. People just not, you know...doing what they're supposed to do.' 
 
    He let that hang in the air for a few seconds, then he gestured casually at Cuff with the mug.  
 
    'Why don't you tell me what you were doing outside that stash house, Cuff?' 
 
    'You know I can't—' 
 
    'Yes, you can.' 
 
    'Not without permission.' 
 
    'Ah. So you can, in motherfucking fact, tell me. It's just that, given your position as a man that is subject to the laws of cause and effect, it's not advisable. What if I were to, say for example, make it advisable for you to tell me?' 
 
    Viktor tilted the mug to the side, letting the beer spill out slowly. 
 
    Cuff gave him a look that was equal parts irritated and cautious. 'Vik, careful,' he said without any threat in his voice, whispering harshly. 'Mick doesn't have much patience for people that talk like that in here.' 
 
    'Oh?' Viktor looked around with mock astonishment, taking in the rich wooden panelling and warm red lighting of the Seven Cats. Despite operating out of the basement of a general store and being accessed by a switch disguised as a book, it was infinitely cosier than the Rat's Ass had ever been. 
 
    True to the name, Mickey had seven silver cat masks lining the wall above the bar counter. He had never gotten the full story of how she'd gotten her hands on them, but supposedly some of the nomadic tribes in the far regions of the province thought cats were good luck. 
 
    It wasn't lost on him that the witch symbol that had killed Milletra had also looked a bit like a cat... 
 
    The members of the Lowers Thieves' Guild were well-used to his presence by now, and End was probably lurking around here somewhere, unseen in the crowd of faces. 
 
    That didn't mean they were friendly with him. The conversation died down more than a little as a few turned to stare at him. 
 
    One blonde man that had been playing pinfinger with a shank looked up, scowled, and then tapped the blade against his cheek near his lazy eye. Then he drew the blade down his flesh a little and gestured at the two-headed dog tattoo that was that month's guild mark. 
 
    A reminder that he was outnumbered. Viktor promptly ignored it, and slowly reached out a hand, and pushed his glass mug off the counter. 
 
    The shatter had any remaining heads turned to look at his way, even as he slowly pushed another mug off the counter. 
 
    Shatter. 
 
    'Cuff. You know I like you, so I want you to understand that exactly none of this is personal in any way, shape, or form. But I also have bosses I need to please. Go fetch Mickey.' 
 
    'She's in a meeting right now—' 
 
    'Interrupt the meeting, Cuff.' 
 
    'I can't—' 
 
    'Is Mickey having a pleasant chat with Olga DeWinter?' 
 
    'What? Who?' 
 
    Cuff's confusion seemed genuine, but Viktor was tired from a long day. Ever since the intermittent dreams had started, he hadn't been sleeping well even during the nights they didn't appear. 
 
    Viktor reached an angry hand out and pushed another three glass mugs off the counter, then slammed a thief down to the floor when the man stood and made to protest his spilled drink. 
 
    'Vik, sto—' 
 
    Several men drew knives. Viktor did too. He pulled the Erolo knife out and stabbed it into the counter near Cuff's hand. 
 
    'You should be well-acquainted with this symbol, Cuff. If the accounts books that I had to confiscate earlier today are any indication, the money you were paying and subsequently being paid by Tol Erolo wasn't a small amount by anyone's metric.' 
 
    'It was just busin—' 
 
    'And, you know, I felt suspicious over a few things. We never did have enough to charge the owners of the stash house with anything. Lauter sent a plod squad and some sergeants down there not long after certain incidents in the dungeon. They seemed to just be any old elderly couple in the Lowers.' 
 
    Vik sighed. 'Then we blink, and a few days later, they just vanish.' He blew something imaginary off his fingers. 
 
    'We'd thought it was magic or something at first. But guess what. Today, Lauter has the keep clerks going over everything Tol Erolo owned. I'll hand it to Milletra, the forged property deed those two old shits showed the investigating watchmen seemed legit. And they did have an exterior access basement the smugglers might have been sneaking into without their knowledge...' 
 
    Viktor shrugged, then slammed a fist onto the counter hard enough to make Cuff and several men jump. 
 
    'But then, bam, today we find the exact same property deed for the exact same property in Erolo's files. Guess what the difference was. Only one of them was actually legit, and only one of them had Tol Erolo's name on it. 
 
    Viktor glared daggers at Cuff under his hood. 'It turned out it wasn't just the one townhouse in the Middle Tol Erolo owned...' 
 
    'Vik, listen, I've got a lot of really stabby guys around here and—' 
 
    'How many of them do you suppose are going to wind up murdered to death in the face with my axe before one of them gets lucky?' 
 
    Viktor gestured broadly around the room, like he was a master of ceremonies conducting a fucking circus. 
 
    'Please. Anyone want to volunteer to be the first casualty?' 
 
    A harsh murmur went up and several men approached him, but nobody was eager to take the offer. They'd all heard about the aftermath of his little issue with Brandt from the watchmen that had been on clean-up detail. 
 
    One man did break into a run, but he was heading up a flight of stairs, probably going to fetch Mick rather than running for his puny life. 
 
    'Two-Twelve Olive Street, Cuff. Sound familiar? It should. It's the house Tol Erolo owned, the house Mickey had you casing, and the house that we later found out two geriatric incognito members of the Smugglers' Guild were faking ownership of in order to ferry fucking bomb product around the city.' 
 
    Cuff sighed, clearly about as caught-in-the-act as a man could get. He put his hands up gingerly. 
 
    'I get that it all looks a little funny.' 
 
    'Yes, it does... You know, this could have all been information I could have used. There was supposed to be a major thing going down today. A major thing, Cuff!' Viktor said loudly enough for everyone in the bar to hear, just about punching Cuff in the chest with his index finger. 
 
    'We had to cancel last minute. That whole thing just went down the shitter. And now nobody topside is happy, and my neck is on the block. 
 
    'So now I need to undo certain cockups. Why don't you explain to me exactly what in the fuck you've been getting up to with Tol Erolo, and exactly why the fuck I shouldn't bring both the Watch and the Council down here?' 
 
    Viktor plucked the knife up and started waving it around aggressively. 'Or, hey, maybe I can just get started myself.' 
 
    'I wouldn't suggest that particular course of action, Vikky,' someone said calmly from behind him. 
 
    Viktor wouldn't lie, he got more than a bit of a fright and had to disguise the action of shitting himself as he turned around angrily, getting ready to stab someone. 
 
    The blade stilled three centimetres away from the face of the woman herself. 
 
    Mickey the Ease was, by all reasonable accounts, unfairly beautiful. Slender of frame, if maybe a tiny bit on the short side, and buxom.  
 
    She had skin that was pale the way the north made the Adelstradians pale, but she was also rosy and flush with life. 
 
    What was more attractive about her than something as banal as tits was her long hair, dark like midnight and done up with a neat bow that was the exact same shade of purple as her eyes and whatever dress she was wearing on any given day. 
 
    Even as a known Blackclad, that Mickey could continually afford the extensive fines she got for wearing the wrong colours was more a sign of wealth than expensive clothes in themselves could ever be. 
 
    And Mickey was all about statements. 
 
    She grinned up at him with a face that a passing glance could tell you was used to smirking, and casually stepped closer, moving around the knife. 
 
    'Has Cuff done something to bother you, Viktor? Aw, and you and him normally get along so well.' 
 
    Condescension dripped from Mickey's tone as she closed the last few centimetres and moved to his other side, picking up the hand that wasn't currently menacing her goons with a knife. 
 
    'Here,' she breathed. 'Let me kiss it better.' 
 
    She lowered her head and gingerly pressed her lips to his gloved hand in what was clearly a mockery of a nobleman's cliché attempts at courting a damsel. 
 
    He shivered. Both because her breath was cold and also with the urge to issue forth a truly mighty bitch slap. 
 
    Between that and the fact that today's attire was a childishly poofy, knee-length skirt, a lacy blouse top, two overly ploddy knee-high boots and a pair of impractical white gloves, he felt uncomfortably like he was about to get into an altercation with a living dress-up doll. That, or a crazy person that thought she was fashion-savvy. That last one somehow fit Mickey's description better... 
 
    The infuriating reality was that, even though Mickey dressed like an idiot, she was still very pretty. And that made her both extremely punchable and extremely non-punchable at the same time. 
 
    He eyed the men behind her. There were a good few more slowly filtering into the room. These ones were bigger and much more scarred than the others and carried arming swords instead of knives. 
 
    Mickey's actual enforcers. Rather than the cut-purses milling around the bar. 
 
    Viktor took a deep breath, put the knife back down on the counter, and glowered at Mickey. 
 
    'There? See? Isn't that much better, Vikky?' She held his hand in both of hers in an act of faux comfort. 'Now why doesn't the big scary man tell me what's bothering him so I can make it all go away?' 
 
    'You know I hate that nickname, Mick,' he growled. 
 
    'Aww? Does Prickly Vikky not like Prickly Vikky's name?' 
 
    Mickey's eyes shone with imitative astonishment, and as he stared into them, he was once again shocked by the sheer amount of insanity in them. 
 
    Mick liked to play the fool, and she was normally one of the more pleasant guild heads. There was a reason she got nicknamed "the Ease". She was easy-going. Easy to talk to, easy to like, easy to get along with, easy to reason with if you knew how. 
 
    But people were scared shitless of getting on her bad list for a reason. She was the Dark Council's primary enforcer for a reason. 
 
    'But I thought of it all by myself!' Mickey protested, miming wiping tears from her eyes. 'I even chose one that rhymed with mine just for you!' 
 
    'Woman...' 
 
    'Oh no! Boys, I've made my beloved Prickly Vikky all upset! Prickly Vikky is all cross with me now! What should I do?' 
 
    'You're asking for it...' Viktor hissed. 
 
    'Asking for what?' Mickey asked innocently, blinking up at him. 
 
    'Last. Fucking. Chance.' 
 
    'Oh!' Mickey gushed. 'I only have one last chance to figure out why my maiden is all angey with me, and if I don't get it right here and now, she'll pack the kids up, leave me, and fuck off to live in a nunnery somewhere! Fucking woe to me...' 
 
    She allowed herself a smug smirk, a little more madness shining through her eyes. 
 
    Instead of answering verbally, he dug into his vest pockets, pulled out an iron tube and flipped the end off it. 
 
    'You were warned,' Viktor sighed, pressing a hand down threateningly on the catch mechanism that would light the piece of flint the lid had been covering. 
 
    Mickey blinked a little, tilting her head to the side in confusion even as the men behind her cursed and started to take rapid steps backs. 
 
    Cuff made to scramble away, only for Viktor to pull the knife back up and gesture to him in fury. 
 
    'Not a single motherfucking step, man-whore!' 
 
    His shout was loud like the beat of a war drum and echoed off the walls as if someone had just blown a war horn the size of a house. 
 
    Cuff cursed and hid under his own arms a little. 
 
    Viktor noted with satisfaction that even Mickey's breath hitched a little. 
 
    Again, he let the silence hang in the air for a few seconds, letting it all sink in. 
 
    'Nice bluff. You almost had me there,' Mickey smirked after a pause, tapping a hand at him in the air. 'But you and I both know you aren't the type, Vik.' 
 
    'Not normally, no. But I haven't slept in two weeks, I'm tired, I'm angry and, much more relevant to your current situation, I'm really, really fucking desperate. If I don't come back to my boss with something useful, the fucking Baron is going to lose his shit and I'm going to get dead. Might as well take your face with me, arsehole.' 
 
    She was quiet for several long moments. 
 
    'That bad upstairs, huh?' Mickey bit her lower lip, narrowing her gaze almost imperceptibly. 
 
    First tell. 
 
    'No. Much, much worse. You've been left out of the loop, Mick. There've been developments. So you need to start pulling your weight.' He pointed at her with the knife. 
 
    'This little arrangement where I pop your guys some extra cheese and cleaner water for coppers? It's evolving. Just like you've been suggesting for a while now. Just not in the way you thought.' 
 
    'Oh yeah? How's that?' 
 
    'For one thing, your pretty arse fucking works for me now.' 
 
    Mick snorted. 'Yeah. Like shit I do.' 
 
    He jiggled the device a little. 'Tell me, Mick. Do you know what this is?' 
 
    She said nothing, and her expression didn't change for a few seconds. Then one of her eyes gave off the barest, most miniscule twitch. 
 
    Second tell. 
 
    Viktor backhanded her hard enough to send her to the floor. 
 
    Several of her men made to move, but Mickey almost immediately put a hand up to stop them. She blinked, holding a hand against her cheek as if in disbelief that he'd actually just slapped her. 
 
    Mickey stood, slowly, and a little uncertainly. She looked at the red mark forming on her face in the reflection of a mead urn. A tiny bit of sanity drained out of her eyes. 
 
    'All right, Vik. You've made your—' she began unsteadily. 
 
    Viktor flicked the mechanism, and the harsh hiss of burning pixiedust filled the room. A good few men broke for the door. 
 
    'Tell me what this is, Mickey,' he hissed. 
 
    'It's...a bomb,' Mickey sighed. 
 
    'And what do bombs do, Mickey?' 
 
    'Vik—' 
 
    He gestured to the side of the tube with the knife, where a three-digit number roller had been set in the side next to an iron latch. 
 
    'The fuse is set for three minutes, I'm the only one here that knows the defusing code and you've already wasted precious time. I have a secondary manual detonator in case you try to rush me to pry it off my fingers. Don't play with me, wench. Tell me what the bomb does.' 
 
    Mickey exhaled and twitched a little bit. 'Bombs explode and kill people—' 
 
    'Wrong!' Viktor howled. He put the knife under her neck and forced her to back up, following her until her back struck the wall.  
 
      
 
    'Bombs don't explode and kill people. I explode and kill people!' 
 
    The crowd of thieves parted like a sea; several more lost their nerve and broke for the doors. 
 
    Mickey was quiet for many more long seconds, her eyes firmly on him. At least until she heard the faint ticking as it slowly became audible. 
 
    Mickey's eyes nervously glimpsed at the bomb.  
 
    Third tell. 
 
    'All right. Yes, Viktor. You explode and kill people.' 
 
    'So tell me what the bomb does.' Viktor pressed it up against the side of her head so that she could hear the ticking as it got steadily louder. 
 
    A single bead of sweat dropped down her forehead.' 
 
    Fourth tell. 
 
    'I... I don't know what the bomb does, Viktor.' Mickey put her hands up placatingly. 'If...the bomb doesn't explode and kill people, then I don't know what it does.' 
 
    The last of her men broke and ran. 
 
    'There should be a "sir" at the beginning and end of that sentence, Mick.' 
 
    She growled, caught between fear for her life and her own temper. 'Sir, I don't know what the bomb does, sir...' 
 
    Capitulation. 
 
    'Well, you see, what it does... It doesn't do anything, you silly girl,' Viktor said in a voice that was suddenly cheery. 
 
    She blinked at him. 
 
    'Eh?' Mickey squeaked, for a moment giving him the mental image of a mouse that had been stepped on just a little. Not enough to hurt it but enough to scare the shit out of it. 
 
    'It's not even a bomb. It's just one of those fucking wind-up toys the Guild of Steam puts together sometimes. Bought it in a haberdashery in the Middle of all places. They sometimes sell little knickknacks like this.' 
 
    To illustrate the point, Viktor opened the tube up and pulled the stupid clockwork monkey out of it, along with a fuse made of twine coated in puny amounts of red pixiedust. 
 
    He pushed the tiny clockwork monkey into Mickey's trembling hands and gave her a mild pat on the back. She twitched a few more times, as if uncertain if she had permission to glance at it. 
 
    'Eh?' she squeaked again. 
 
    Hmph. Now that he thought about it, the bow on her head did kind of look like a pair of mouse ears. 
 
    Mickey glanced down at the monkey. The ticking kept getting louder for a few seconds, then the monkey erupted into motion and started slamming the tiny cymbals in its hands into one another. 
 
    'Eh!' 
 
    Behind him, Viktor heard Cuff faint and impact against the floor. Mickey jumped a foot in the air, screaming pathetically for her life and landing awkwardly in his arms. 
 
    She flailed about, howling, stuck between fighting him and holding onto him for dear life. 
 
    'Hey. Mickey?' 
 
    She looked up at him from where she had someone managed to hang herself upside down from his shoulders. 
 
    'Eh?' she asked dumbly, still shaking like a leaf. 
 
    Viktor pulled another identical tube out of his vest. 'This is the actual bomb.' He shook it wildly in her face. 'Boogaboogabooga!' 
 
    Mickey screamed one last time and leapt out of his arms. In her attempt to escape the second fake bomb, she ran face-first into a wall, knocking herself flat on her arse. 
 
    Lights out.  
 
    * * * 
 
    'So Viktor, you ill-conceived little garbage man...' Mickey scowled from where she was seated in her office chair, pressing a handkerchief into her now-broken nose. She sighed and continued speaking in her newly-nasally voice. 
 
    'Is there a reason you decided to come into my tavern and put yourself directly at the top of my "have assassinated at a later point in time" list?' 
 
    If Nikolas's office was cramped and thin, Mickey's office was cramped and low. It was warm and bright with candles and was furnished comfortably, but nonetheless victim to another ever-irritating facet of the Lowers: how squat the buildings were. 
 
    And for whatever reason, Mick liked to work out of a small side room in the corner of her building that had been built with the ceiling at a stupid sloping angle. 
 
    The place was stacked with books and charts and maps of upcoming robberies. There was scarce room to stand, much less to do so upright without having to crouch awkwardly if he didn't want to hit his head on the ceiling. 
 
    Viktor glanced over the few that she had lying around but none seemed too immediately relevant to his situation. Never mind that Mick wouldn't just keep proof of collusion with the Erolos out in the open. 
 
    Viktor chuckled ominously and leaned back in one of the comfy seats in front of her desk, trying not to let it show that the cramped office was freaking him the fuck out. 
 
    'Well, firstly, it's not your bar. This is Ed Touch's place, isn't it?' 
 
    'Fuck off. I pay the man and his Moonshine Guild running fees to sell liquor; that doesn't mean I don't own the fucking building.' Mickey uncorked a bottle of wine, took a sip directly from it, and then gave him a stupid look, scrunching her face at him as if to say, 'Yes, I can actually sell this stuff here, and I can fucking drink it too.' 
 
    Cuff leaned in from the side of her desk and awkwardly dabbed a cloth wetted with salvestone against her forehead where a bruise was developing. He gave Viktor a look that was somewhere between relieved and irritated. 
 
    'The bomb prank wasn't particularly funny, Viktor.' 
 
    'I dunno. I thought it was hilarious.' 
 
    'Hilarious like the fucking crotch-rot,' Mick snarked. 'You couldn't have just fucking waited seven and a half minutes for me to finish putting my makeup on?' 
 
    Yeah, that was bullshit. Mickey didn't even wear makeup, the unfairly attractive cow. Clearly, she'd been up to something in here and just didn't want him to know what it was. 
 
    'No. My time is valuable. Also, I didn't just come down here to bully you for fun.' Viktor leaned forward on the desk. 'I wasn't lying through my teeth when I said we've got problems topside. The kind that sweep down here.' 
 
    Mick sighed, glaring daggers at him. Then she rolled her eyes and leaned in closer. 'Fine. Talk.' 
 
    'I will. But first you need to tell me exactly what the fuck you two were doing with Tol Erolo and exactly to what extent you did it. You can't possibly tell me you were stupid enough to try and muscle in on the Moneylenders' Guild. Not while Ed Touch is the one heading the Council.' 
 
    Mickey growled in agitation. 'I'd like to know how you knew about that.' 
 
    'You haven't heard? Execution happened yesterday. Charge sheet as long as my arm. I was in the bank today, going over what I'd gotten from him.' 
 
    'Yes, Viktor,' Mickey winced, standing up with a sigh. 'I'm aware that Tol's dead. But when I loaned him that money, it was done discreetly. Don't tell me I have a rat or something.' 
 
    She did, but not one that had tipped him off about this specific thing. 'No, nothing like that. I'm just used to seeing Cuff's touch on the logbooks. It wasn't that hard to recognise.' 
 
    'Not possible. Cuff'd never be that sloppy.' Mickey said it with absolute conviction. 
 
    'Ah, thanks, boss,' Cuff beamed with pride. 
 
    'He knows I'd feed him to the fucking fish if he was,' Mickey deadpanned. 
 
    'Eh, maybe. But evidently Tol didn't operate under such a high amount of care. My guess is you told him exactly how to fill those books out and then he went and ignored you completely out of spite. It wasn't hard to follow where the money had come from. I recognised a few of Cuff's fake accounts.' 
 
    Cuff shifted uneasily. 'He's right. I checked the log he brought with him. Tol put the money down badly, boss. We had him write it down in the books so that everything looked proper, but he was a little...careless.' 
 
    A little bit of thunder rumbled outside, audible even a level underground. 
 
    Mickey scowled, taking another heavy swig of wine. She was uncharacteristically quiet for a time before her scowl deepened. She sighed, leaning back in her chair and closing her eyes. 
 
    'Subtlety was never really one of Tol's strong suits. It was one of the things I liked about him, I suppose.' 
 
    'Hmm. You must have liked him a lot if you were willing to cross guild lines just to loan him money. Touch would freak if he found out.' 
 
    'What can I say? I like to keep people guessing, Viktor. And what exactly will it cost me to make sure that Ed Touch doesn't find out?' 
 
    'Nothing, I'm not here to blackmail you. Well, not today at least.' Viktor chuckled. 'But right now, there's so much blue pixiedust sitting in the Upper Keep that I probably could have put a bomb together if I had the time and inclination. I need to know where it all came from, and you were hounding Milletra for it from the start.' 
 
    'You've got her in custody, don't you?' Mickey shrugged in agitation. 'Ask her where the hell it all came from.' 
 
    'I would, but she's dead.' 
 
    Technically true. 
 
    Mickey blinked, tilting her head to the side. 'Wait, really? That was fast. I hadn't even thought she'd gone to trial yet.' 
 
    'She hasn't. I've had boys watching the Uppers religiously, like you said.' Cuff gave Viktor a look. 'Unless the Baron executed her himself?' 
 
    'No. She died in custody.' Viktor leaned forward. 'To a curseling.' 
 
    Thunder rumbled again, and they both gave him dire looks. 
 
    'You're joking...' Mickey's teeth clacked together. 
 
    'If only. The Church has been in and out of the Upper Keep for days. Cleaning out ghosts and looking for any evidence of a witch.' 
 
    'The word "witch" means a lot of different things to a lot of different people, Vik. Be specific.' 
 
    'I would if I could. I'm just using the terms the templars were bandying around,' Viktor demurred. 
 
    Mickey started to aggressively tap her fingers against the wood of her desk, thinking carefully. Viktor watched her for a reaction. 
 
    'This is genuinely news to me,' she said finally. 'I thought we were dealing with a smuggling operation that had gotten too big for its breeches. Dust going to the nobles to snort or some rogue alchemist to fuck around with.' 
 
    'How did you get wind of it in the first place?' 
 
    'An anonymous tip off, if you can believe it.' 
 
    'Bullshit.' 
 
    'Nope.' Mickey shook her head. 'True shit. Every once in a while, some idiot will tip the Watch off, maybe even the Council themselves, but this wasn't official business; somebody just wanted Milletra taken care of. I'm not normally stupid enough to put any stock in vendetta drops, so I wrote it off at the time.' 
 
    That made sense, unfortunately. It was an old and dirty trick to rat people's business out to the other guilds, so much so that it had become commonplace for people to just make shit up in the hopes of starting a guild war that would have their competitors take one another out. 
 
    Both Milletra and Mickey had a lot of people that would both enjoy watching and benefit from them tearing one another apart in the streets. 
 
    'Right, so you didn't take the bait. And then?' 
 
    'Then Cuff decided he was feeling suspicious and followed up without my say-so,' Mickey directed a small glare Cuff's way, causing the quiet man to wither a little. 
 
    She turned back to Viktor. 'Next thing I know, the Lower Smugglers' Guild is going suspiciously quiet. But now I'm interested, right? So I had Cuff follow up on what he'd already been looking into.' 
 
    Hmm. So that was why it had been him casing the stash house. A combination of convenience, since he'd already been looking into it, and her making a meal of him going over her head and acting on things without her instructions. 
 
    Not surprising. Mickey ran a tight ship, and her jobs required a high degree of coordination. People stepping out of line even a little was hazardous. 
 
    Cuff normally knew better, but Viktor supposed they were much alike in their curiosity and their reactions to information that didn't add up properly. 
 
    'The rest is as you can guess. Those two smugglers you mentioned?' Cuff shrugged. 'They ratted the Watch on me. Faster than I was expecting them to. I got put in the dunk, then you showed up and started asking questions.' 
 
    'Yeah, I gotta say. I need some background on that and all. Since when the fuck do you go around acting this nosy?' Mickey gave Viktor a look. 
 
    'Hmph. Why don't you guess? It's no secret that I operate in that horrible limbo area between being a Blackclad and being a watchman. Let's just say that certain promises were made in regard to my sentence getting reduced, contingent on whether or not I get certain shit done.' 
 
    Mick snorted. 'Didn't take you for a sucker, Vik. You should know any promise the Fancyboys make to our lot is just a pretty lie.' 
 
    The majority of them operated that way, but Nikolas had proven too many times in too many differently painful and inconvenient ways that he was utterly disgusted with Adelstrad. He wouldn't be caught dead partaking in the bullshit more than he had to. 
 
    'Let's just say that I have one or two kinds of leverage on the Captain,' he lied. 
 
    It would have been easier, simpler, and safer to let the entire city think Nikolas wasn't a soft touch. Better to let that info stay relatively buried for as long as he could. The man was good at putting on the army officer's mask, but he still had some holes in the way he commanded a garrison during peacetime. 
 
    Some. He was learning the ropes at an almost infuriating pace. Almost as quickly as Viktor had, and Viktor had had the Book of Three to use as a cheat sheet. 
 
    It would be easier for Mick to believe Nikolas was like the other nobles, with a closet full of skeletons you could leverage against them if you knew how. 
 
    'Right. Fine. Keep your secrets, Vik. My offer remains open. When you get sick of working for the Uppers, you just let me know and I'll set you up with something cushy. Maybe even a way out of the city if you impress me.' 
 
    'I'll keep it in mind. Any news on the Smugglers' Guild itself? Especially those two that were working the stash house.' 
 
    'Erm, that might be a bit impractical.' Cuff looked awkward. 
 
    'Oh, for fuck's sake,' Viktor snapped. 
 
    'Yeah. About a week ago, Ed Touch decided he needed to make an example. The Smugglers' Guild's been tearing itself apart ever since Milletra died and some of the infighting spilled onto the streets in Downer's Corner. That old couple working the house were one of the handful of smugglers Touch's guys were actually able to catch.' 
 
    'He fed them to the fucking fish, didn't he?' 
 
    'Yeah,' Mickey chuckled evilly. 'It was actually really funny. The old woman shat herself and the old man got so scared that he had to start singing nursery rhymes to keep from mentally exploding. They're mostly bones at the bottom of the Pale Lake.' 
 
    'Ugh! I needed those old fucks alive for interrogation.' 
 
    'Mmm, yeah. Them's the breaks, I guess.' Mick fiddled with a pen boredly. 
 
    'But, hey, good news.'. She smirked insanely at him. 'Our pre-existing arrangement. I said I'd pay you for enthusiasm, right? The terms stipulated that you would get paid when Milletra got caught and executed, and while she wasn't technically "executed", she got caught, and if she's dead anyway then great! Let's not get all fixated over the semantics. I mean, pff, words, am I right? I never liked that bitch, and now I can move into her turf. So listen, about your pay...' 
 
    Mickey reached under her desk and pulled a heavy chest out, dropping it onto the surface of the wood and opening it with a flair, gesturing at the stacks of silver inside. 
 
    'My Prickly Vikky is seventy silver pieces richer, and I'll even add in an extra twenty just because I'm such a nice—' 
 
    'I see you trying to distract me and make me forget about the money you sent to Tol Erolo, dickhead,' Viktor deadpanned. 
 
    Mickey immediately slammed the chest closed with a scowl. 'So sick of the calibre of criminals in this town,' she grumbled. 'Nobody can ever just take the money and shut up anymore. There always have to be questions about shit.' 
 
    'I'll tattle on you, Mick. So help me Stone God, I'll tattle all over you.' 
 
    'Assuming you make it out of here alive,' she ground out. 
 
    'Maybe that's something I'm willing to risk. Maybe I just don't think you can kill me.' 
 
    'You've played your hand already with the fake bomb, Vik.' 
 
    'Your point being? I have other tricks I can use, and it's been too long since I got to torture someone. You need to tell me what the fuck was going on there or I won't be able to stop the Watch from storming their way down here.' 
 
    'Bullshit,' she called his bluff with a smirk, pointing a finger in his face and almost tripping over her own feet. 
 
    Mickey righted herself and continued. 'If the Watch was going to come down here, they would have done so already, and they wouldn't have sent you in ahead of them. Lauter is the by-the-book type. 
 
    'The fact that he even has you working anything except the dungeons means he's out of his depth and needs an expert that knows how to be a criminal dickhead. Who better than the biggest dickhead in the city, and a Blackclad to boot?' 
 
    'I'm not a dickhead,' Viktor grumbled. 
 
    'Viktor, you're literally the worst. You broke my nose with a fake bomb that you threatened to blow me up with just because you derive pleasure from other people's pain.' 
 
    'Yes, I do,' Viktor agreed darkly. 'And in case this is somehow lost on you, the entire city is about to go to shit because of that dust. You're acting suspicious. Even more so than normal. And don't think that Lauter is so unaccustomed to this that he won't come down here with a chop squad himself if I come back empty-handed. If anything, the fact that he's ex-military will probably just make him more violent if you push him against the wrong wall.' 
 
      
 
    Mickey's manic grin turned into a scowl at that. She leaned back into her chair. 'All right, asshole man. I'll concede that point.' 
 
    'Good. So explain then. What the fuck did you get into with Tol Erolo?' 
 
    Mickey was quiet for several long moments. Outside, thunder fell against the sky again. 
 
    'I've heard the whispers that things have gone a bit sour. You're not the only contact I have in the Watch, and you're far from the most talkative. One of my boys in the Middle Keep said the merchants have been riled up lately.' 
 
    'Probably because they have been.' 
 
    'I don't have anything to do with that kind of thing, Vik. I make my money stealing from people and selling the loot off. I don't deal in this political machination shit. As far as I'm concerned, the less I know, the better.' 
 
    He hated that he believed her, even for the extreme amount of effort he was putting into looking for hints of dishonesty on her face. Mickey was a good liar, but not so good that she could hide even a hint of deception. 
 
    'What happened with Tol Erolo then?' 
 
    'I won't tell you,' Mickey said firmly. 'Don't forget that this is still my tavern, even if that only lasts for as long as the watchmen don't burst in here with axes and crossbows. But I can at least say that whatever business Tol and I had died with him, and it had nothing to do with the shit that happened in Blue Street.' 
 
    He hated that he believed her. 
 
    'You and I both know that won't be enough for Captain Lauter, Mick. If we leave it at this, all that's going to happen is that we're both going to have an unpleasant time. You're a stabilising influence in the Lowers. My preference is that I not have to cut your head off.' 
 
    She held his gaze for a few moments, but the most minute glance at his axes betrayed that she was more than rattled. 
 
    'Yeah, I get that. And my preference is that I not have to make you disappear for asking too many questions. You're lucky I like you so much, Vik. Anybody else in this city pulled a stunt like that in my own place, I'd have had to kill them to keep my reputation intact.' 
 
    'I doubt the city would blame you for not testing my patience. Don't think I didn't see the way you shat yourself downstairs, Mick. You're losing your touch. 
 
    'I used to be the one scared of you, now it seems like everybody's taking a look at what happened to those smugglers and that shitshow in Blue Street and they're re-prioritising who the last people they want to piss off are.' 
 
    Sensing that the conversation was nearing its end, he stood, tapping a hand against his axe meaningfully. 
 
    Mick sniffed in irritation. 'Don't get too big for your boots, Viktor. Even the scariest man in the world is not immune to getting stabbed to death. You wouldn't be the first guy in this city to put too much stock in human fear and then be surprised when it disappoints him at the last moment.' 
 
    'Duly noted. I'm not stupid enough to think that I can heat up a fireplace poker and start working you through in here until you tell me. You've got too many boys downstairs for that. But be careful, Mick. Even if I decide to try to plead your case with the powers that be, you're playing a dangerous game.' 
 
    He turned to Cuff. 'Pay the ninety silvers into my account in the Grimmel, seeing as I have one of those now. 
 
    'While you're at it, do me a favour and take a look at those three other dead fools I killed yesterday. Private Hul Garther from the Watch, Albert Lorvell, and Simon Stinkk from the Smugglers' Guild. I need to know if they were worth anything, and if they had any transactions I should be informed of.' 
 
    Cuff gave Mickey an uncertain look, but she waved him off. 'Do as he asks, Cuff. Vik's never shorted us before, and I can call it even on the fucking fake bomb.' 
 
    'You realise that no matter what you do, I will find out what went on with Erolo, right?' 
 
    Mick winced. 'Yeah, somehow I suspect that might be the case. Take care of yourself, Vik. Let me know if I can be of any help that's of the slightly less...compromising variety. Feel free to grab a beer or two on the house on your way out.' 
 
    'You know I don't drink.' 
 
    'I know, but it's a hell of a time to start, isn't it?' she smirked and offered a mock salute with her own wine bottle as he awkwardly fumbled his way out. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen: The Midnight Moon 
 
    Nikolas sighed, pressing a hand into his temples. 'Nothing? Not a word?' 
 
    'She confirmed that the money was moved, if more because both her and Cuff knew I already knew, but she wouldn't give me any details.' 
 
    'I can't comprehend the brazenness of criminals in this city. And you threatened to pull a squad down there?' 
 
    'Yes, very, very unsubtly. And then I made it clear that if she didn't cooperate, I was willing to start hurting her, but she barely even flinched.' 
 
    'I suppose she thinks she's safe in that tavern of hers,' Nikolas sneered, pouring himself a goblet of wine and watching the clouds roil over the High Perch. 
 
    The rain had stopped and the fog had calmed down a little, replaced by the uncertain silence of the deep night. The moon hung low over them, uncovered by clouds and lending an eerie light to everything. 
 
    'No.' Viktor shook his head. 'Mickey knows that the arrangements in the Lowers are tenuous at the best of times. She didn't somehow become unaware of this the moment the Watch got involved.' 
 
    'So, what then?' 
 
    'She's scared, Nikolas. Scared in a way that's startling. I've heard very few men call Mickey the Ease a coward and even fewer get away with it. Reputation is everything in her line of work.' 
 
    'Viktor, you threatened to blow her up with a pixiedust bomb. I think the reaction is understandable.' 
 
    'Is it? Mickey is weird. I can believe her men might fall for that shit, but that bluff was stupidly obvious. No one in this city in their right mind could possibly be under the impression that an egocentric snob such as myself would dweeb out with a suicide attack on the wrong target. It just doesn't track. 
 
    'Mickey knows I value my own life too much for that sort of thing, and she also knows I'm far too prideful to settle for a "mutual kill". I mean, why the hell would I just walk into the Seven Cats and blow her up? Over some fuggered accounts books? If I had to put money on it, I'd say literally more than half of the people in this city lie on their books so they can short the tax man.' 
 
    'So what are you saying?' 
 
    'I'm saying that you can learn so much from someone by watching their reactions to external stimuli. Mickey wasn't scared of the bomb and she wasn't scared of me. Her eyes were all wrong. Like she was looking past me. It was something else.' 
 
    'The witch?' Nikolas downed the goblet in one go. 
 
    'Maybe. Looked to my eyes more like the face of a woman that was leaving something behind. Unfinished business.' 
 
    Nikolas sighed, pressing his fingers into his nose. 'I'll ask you this question on the pretext that I understand that you've rarely led me wrong in the past, intentionally or no. But I need confirmation. Are you sure you aren't overthinking this? There'd be no shame in admitting you found someone that was a tougher nut to crack than most.' 
 
    'Positive. Highly positive. Mickey is a tougher nut to crack. If she'd just sat there and smiled at me the whole time without reacting, that would have probably been more in-character and more indicative of confidence. Something is very out of sorts in that tavern. Mick would never give me the satisfaction of dying scared. It was like watching someone through a mirror that was halfway fogged. She was terrified of something, but I don't think it was more than tangentially related to the threat of death.' 
 
    Nikolas was quiet, pouring himself another glass, then another for Heun who was perched cross-legged on the table with a worried expression on his face. 
 
    'Heun, what's your input?' Nikolas handed his son a goblet. 
 
    Viktor might have made a comment about underage drinking if he didn't know that the Theronlians culturally all started drinking as young as fourteen. Lost cause. 
 
    'My input?' Heun blinked, taking a careful sip of the wine. 
 
    Nikolas shook his head. 'When you were younger, I taught you the basics of holding a sword, using it to deflect blows, and then I taught you how to make a proper swing. Think of this the same way. The assumption is that you'll take over my post in this city one day. So start practicing.' 
 
    Heun nodded, adjusting the watchman's mail plate as if he suddenly felt it weigh a little heavier on him. 
 
    'It does seem a little weird. You pull a cluster bomb out, then she tries to call your bluff. Most people wouldn't default to that unless they were completely sure you were full of shit. The way you tell it, she knew it was a bluff. Then you kept pressing her and somewhere along the way she started to panic. Then you got her in an office and she clams up again. I keep expecting the punchline to be that there was a bear behind you the entire time, and that's what was scaring her.' 
 
    'A bear,' Nikolas sighed. 'Or a witch. Or a rich lunatic.' 
 
    'Or maybe a monkey that doesn't know what it's playing with,' Viktor hummed. 
 
    Heun blinked at him. 'Right, so now you've lost us again.' 
 
    'I keep thinking about the way it happened. It was almost like looking at someone trying to tell a child not to play with a crossbow. Like, you'd attempt to speak to the child quietly and calmly so as not to startle him into shooting someone. Then you'd carefully have him put it down.' 
 
    'I once had a very similar close-call with Heun.' Nikolas nodded. 'I can confirm my first response was to try to be calm and reasonable. It didn't work out for me.' 
 
    'I said I was sorry, old man.' 
 
    'Yes boy, I'm aware. But that scar on my backside took years before it healed properly.' 
 
    'I was eight and you left the crossbow on the damn table.' 
 
    'Yes, because I thought that even an eight-year-old would know not to play with crossbows,' Nikolas ground out, turning to Heun with a posture that gave Viktor the impression this wasn't the first time this argument had been rehashed. 
 
    'Um...' Viktor began. 
 
    'Nothing. Never mind. It was Father's fault anyway,' Heun brushed him off. 
 
    'Look, the point comes down to this: What else could she be scared of? It would have to be something in the room with you, and you didn't describe the Seven Cats as being full of random cupboard gremlins that like to creep around and pop out of the toilets.' 
 
    'No, but toilet gremlins would be funny. I don't know, Nikolas. I read most people like books, but even I can only discern so much from so little information. All I can say for certain is that something is off down there.' 
 
    Nikolas nodded, leaning back in his seat. He seemed to count the cracks in one of the courtyard's pillars, occupying his eyes while his mind moved. 
 
    'I need you to do something for me,' Nikolas said eventually. 
 
    'What?' 
 
    'Your duties, they don't normally include being expected to partake in arrests. But they also don't include acting as a pseudo-investigator, so I suppose we've established that you're flexible. There's no obligation, and I won't force you, but I know you handle yourself well in a fight. How willing would you be to put some mail on tomorrow?' 
 
    'So we are going ahead with it?' 
 
    'Yes, albeit with a few notable changes to the plan.' 
 
    'All right, but what's the utility of sending me in as well? You're not exactly short on men at arms.' 
 
    'Maybe not.' Nikolas winced. 'I am painfully short in clever bastards I can trust to spot a trap when they're halfway in it.' The older man looked to the side. 'There's certain dangerous roles that need to be played tomorrow, and I need people I can put in charge of a job and be reasonably reassured that job will get done.' 
 
    He had a point there. 
 
    'All right Nikolas, let's not stand on ceremony here.' Viktor crossed his arms. 'How are you planning to bribe me?' 
 
    'Half a gold piece, a letter to the Baron stating how you acted above and beyond any reasonable expectations of your office, at least ten neat minutes to do your best to goad Lym Erolo into giving you an excuse for a street execution, and a sandwich.' 
 
    'Fuck yeah. I'd have done it for the sandwich. One caveat.' 
 
    'What'd that be?' Nikolas polished his wine off and stood, giving Viktor a meaningful look. 
 
    'If we find the witch, which we almost certainly will, I want to be the one that burns it. Not the Church. Jurisdiction be damned.' 
 
    'Fair's fair. Go catch what few hours of sleep you can manage. I'll have someone call for you when it's time.' 
 
    'You haven't told me exactly what you'll need me to be doing, Nikolas.' 
 
    'No, I haven't.' Nikolas patted him on the shoulder as he walked off. 'It won't work if I do.' 
 
    Viktor blinked under his hood, then turned to Heun questioningly. The young man shrugged, looking all too used to that kind of vagueness. 
 
    'I mean, what do you want me to say? Father keeps his cards close to his chest for this sort of thing. We'll know when we know. I doubt he's just being mysterious for its own sake.' 
 
    That was completely and utterly stupid. 
 
    'The hell did I just agree to?' 
 
    'I'll give you the same answer he gave me when I asked pretty much that same question the first time he put a sword in my hands, I guess. "You'll know when you start doing it."' 
 
    'Ah fuck.' 
 
    * * * 
 
    When he got back to the cot he kept in his office, he found the cells to be drastically quieter on account of being devoid of occupants and an anxious Ordo waiting inside, tapping her foot against the floor nervously. 
 
    'There you are,' she said testily. 'I've been waiting for you for hours, Viktor.' 
 
    'Sorry. I was out running one last errand for the Captain. Did you need something, Ordo?' 
 
    Viktor took an idle look at the prisoner manifest. Evidently Father Stendeval had felt comfortable enough with the state of the dungeons that he'd ordered a general return of the prisoners back to the lower cells. 
 
    Hmph. At least he'd have some quiet to himself, now that Stephen and Joshua had been put back in their cupboards. 
 
    'No.' She shook her head quickly. 'I mean, well, yes. But not for me.' 
 
    'Uh-huh I mean, can it wait until the morning? I need to get some crash hours in before tomorrow.' 
 
    Ordo looked back at the small cot of straw. 'Don't tell me you're going on the raid. Rosh was going on about it earlier. Something about a hundred and six last-minute adjustments to the rosters.' 
 
    'That'd be the Captain's grand plan coming into motion, I suppose.' 
 
    'Grand plan?' Ordo blinked. 
 
    'Nobody knows.' He sat down and started pulling the leather vest off his tunic. 'It's all one big game of chess with DeWinter. Nikolas is cooking something up. But he doesn't want anybody but himself to know.' 
 
    'That's...not very smart.' 
 
    'Normally, I'd say the same thing. You can't execute a plan if the people doing it don't understand what the context of their roles. But Nikolas was an army general, so he'd know better than anyone the importance of communication. Suppose he'd also know how dangerous a leak might be.' 
 
    'You think there might be a spy lurking around?' 
 
    'I mean, there might be a spy. I'm personally not sure how DeWinter knew. But maybe Nikolas just figures that we should all get told last minute, and everything should stay in his head until the last minute.' 
 
    'What do you think?' Amda held his gaze. 
 
    'I mean, honestly Ordo? I think no matter what he does he runs the risk of something getting fucked up. Maybe if I were in his position, I'd be tempted to try something unorthodox too. He was going on about boxing earlier. Clearly the man's spent the entire day mostly inside his own head.' 
 
    'And he has you on point tomorrow?' Amda asked quickly. 
 
    'Maybe. He hasn't said. What about you?' 
 
    'I'm a medic. I imagine I'll be doing what I always do and stitching men back together. I couldn't say if that'd be in the keep or in the city.' 
 
    'Hmm? You don't think he'd put you on the front?' Viktor looked up. 
 
    'You sound worried,' Ordo noted. 
 
    'Only about as worried as you sounded when I mentioned that I'm probably going to be in the thick of it somewhere.' 
 
    'Maybe.' Ordo stared derogatorily at the cot. 'You're not going to get any useful sleep there, Viktor. It's mostly just planks.' 
 
    'It'll do in a pinch.' 
 
    'There's spare beds in the infirmary. One that actually have sheets.' 
 
    'I'm not injured, Amda.' 
 
    'No, but you will be if you go into a fight already exhausted. I can see you, Viktor. You've been on your feet the entire day.' 
 
    'Okay, so maybe let me get some bloody sleep.' Viktor leaned against the wall tiredly. 
 
    'You're being obstinate. Just let me take you up to the infirmary so you can sleep there.' Amda glared a little. 
 
    'Look, Amda.' He pulled both of his boots off, then gave her an irritated look through his hood. 'I don't like sleeping in a bed that isn't mine, all right? I'm superstitious.' 
 
    'The hell does that mean?' 
 
    'It's a desert-dweller thing. Half religious superstition, half survival habit. If I'm being honest, I also just really don't feel comfortable sleeping in a spot that isn't...mine, you know? Maybe I'm just one of those people that's the opposite of travel-eager. I'll get worse sleep in the infirmary than I will here, shitty straw be damned.' 
 
    He felt all the energy sigh its way out of him, and only then did he realise how fucking tired he was. Amda's eyes softened a little, and she looked away. 
 
    'I'll bring some sheets down then.' 
 
    'It's the entire walk back up to the infirmary, Ordo. You don't need to.' 
 
    'I really do,' she countered with more conviction than he might've expected, glaring at him. 'And I'm bringing food. You will eat it instead of going to bed on an empty stomach like I know you always do when you're too busy thinking.' 
 
    Ordo swept away without waiting for an answer, leaving Viktor alone with his own exasperation, tinged with something else he couldn't name. 
 
    * * * 
 
    'Last night, Olga DeWinter snuck out of her father's manor by a tunnel running underneath the fountain in front of it and met someone in the Temple Quarter.' 
 
    Shit. 
 
    The encrypted bundle of wooden coins attached by string was as simple as it was damning. End had slipped it into his pocket at some indeterminate point between him leaving the bank that morning and him coming back to the keep for the last time that evening. 
 
    He'd only noticed it by chance when he'd habitually—mostly without thinking about it—started to take his trousers off for the night. He hadn't even heard or seen the damn woman come near him. 
 
    Then again, he supposed that kind of skill was what he was paying her for. 
 
    'I wasn't able to see who. They both wore hoods, and I was only able to recognise her by her hair. I was almost spotted when I got too close. The woman has freakishly good hearing.' 
 
    Fucking shit.  
 
    'There's something else. An acquaintance mentioned something in passing. They're not normally my most trusted source, so take it with a grain of salt, but they tell me the Church suspects you of something. I don't know if they have reason to or not, but my insider said the rumblings were dire. I thought you should know. 
 
    'I'll keep you informed of whatever else I find, but I can't make any promises.' 
 
    The message ended just like that. Abruptly enough that he might have thought End had somehow gotten killed halfway through writing it. 
 
    But it was End's handwriting—or as close as one could get to it with a knife—that had been scrawled into the coins. End's encryption. The corners subtly chipped exactly the way he'd told her to in lieu of a signature. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Viktor heard the footsteps this time and cursed, hastily pulling his trousers back on. 
 
    This wasn't bloody fair. This was his damn office and he shouldn't have to put trousers on for decency's sake just because Ordo wouldn't leave well enough alone and stay out of his space. 
 
    The woman herself walked in with a pile of blankets and a tray of soup just as he was halfway through his thought process, noticed how tense his posture was, then blinked. 
 
    'What's happened?' she asked quickly. 
 
    'I just... I just fucking got another note back from E—from someone I keep contact with.' He gestured at her with the damn thing. 'I'll need to take this up to Nikolas before I can even think about sleep...' 
 
    He got up and made to grab his vest. 
 
    'I'll take it. Sit down.' 
 
    'It's encoded. I'll need to translate it.' 
 
    'Write it down, I'll take him the translation.' 
 
    'Ordo, I—' 
 
    'Viktor, you've been so focused on this. How much have you eaten today? At all? Did you even notice that your hands are shaking?' Ordo snapped. 
 
    He blinked, then looked down at his hands.  
 
    True to her words, it started to become obvious to him that he was shaking like a leaf. Now that he thought about it, he hadn't really had time to shove anything into his face that day either. 
 
    'I might have guessed haunt exposure, if I didn't already know how tolerant you are to it by now.' Ordo sighed, depositing the tray onto his desk.  
 
    'But you're not a northerner either. You haven't really spent your life in the cold the way Adelstradians have, and you've been walking around in the rain all day without enough layers. You think I went into the bank in a full bearskin just because I like the way it looks? 
 
    'Of course doing all this on an empty stomach would be an invitation to get sick. Please sit down and stop fidgeting.' 
 
    He sighed, and his growling stomach shut off any protest he might have offered. 
 
    'Sorry,' he said eventually. 'I suppose you have better things to do than deal with this...' 
 
    'No, I don't. Firstly, this is my job. And secondly, I'd be a bit of a shit person if I let you work yourself to death. There's a time and a place to just sit down and allow yourself to exist, Viktor.' 
 
    'Hmph. Allegedly. I feel like I'm not happy unless I'm working or thinking or sleeping.' 
 
    'That's because you're too hard on yourself,' Ordo sighed, depositing a tiny amount of powdered salvestone into the soup and giving him a look. 'The world won't detonate without you looking over everybody's shoulder, Viktor.' 
 
    He sighed tiredly. 'If you say so, Ordo.' 
 
    'Yeah-yeah, big man,' she hummed. 'I can hear the gears in your brain saying, "Shut the fuck up, woman." You don't need to try to keep it quiet for my sake. Read the translation out, I'll write while you eat.' 
 
    He gave her another foul look she didn't see, then gingerly took the bowl out of her hands. He felt like a child being told to take his medicine by his mother. 
 
    Hmph. Served him right for paying for the carriage ride. Teach him the consequences of trying to be nice. 
 
    Though maybe she did have a point that this DeWinter situation had made him even more paranoid than was normal, and that was saying something. 
 
    'Thank you, Ordo.' 
 
    'Mm-hmm.' She smirked at him with her eyes, depositing a silver piece onto the table. 'Teach you to underestimate me and assume I need protecting.' 
 
    'Fine. Stone God's Jawbone, next time you and I are passing an alley in the Lowers next to a seedy pub or something, if there are any rapists nearby, I'll be sure stick a sign on your back that reads, "fresh fish, help yourself", and let you fight them off on your own. See how well that goes. What's your plan? Box them all away with your tiny, puny woman fists?' 
 
    She snickered long enough to accidentally snort a little, blushing and turning her head aside. 'You're probably the only man in the city that could make that sort of thing sound funny, Viktor.' 
 
    'Let's be honest, Ordo. You're probably the only woman that would laugh.' 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen: The Stone Dream 
 
    Viktor found himself alone in the dreamscape again, watching the water float upwards out of the mouth of the fallen stone head into the sky. 
 
    Two things immediately struck him as different. Firstly, the figure was gone. Nowhere to be found. For all intents and purposes, he was alone here. It had even taken the tune of the violin with it. 
 
    That made him both relieved and even more concerned. 
 
    The second thing he immediately noticed was that he was able to move. Normally he was forced to endure endless, timeless hours of silent staring at the thing in the robes as it sat upon the fallen pillar that extended into the sky. 
 
    Viktor got to his feet with a grimace that he felt reverberate his entire body. The ground was disgusting. Like marshland or a bog. Wet and damp and giving way under his boots. Like he was walking on cold decay. 
 
    'All right, Viktor. Keep calm, Viktor. Pick a direction and head for it, Viktor. There must be more to this place than the hill, Viktor.' 
 
    'Stop talking to yourself, Viktor,' the old statue said, suddenly animate and garbling sputtered words at him through the stream of water still leaving its mouth. 
 
    'Fucking Stone God!' He stepped back and reached for an axe that wasn't there. 
 
    'No need to be so formal. Just God will do.' The statue gave him a dry look. 'Though I suspect you were using the word as a curse rather than as a sign of respect. Language is funny like that. You never know when a term is going to becoming all twisted.' 
 
    'There's no possible way in hell that the fucking Stone God is an immobile head on the top of a random hill in some witch's evil nightmare world.' 
 
    'Peh. Hardly. What you see before you is merely a reflection. A figment of a tiny fragment of my greater consciousness projected here so that we may have some time to speak. Or did you think the one you have been interacting with thus far was simply on a lunch break?' The head gave him a dry look, which was impressive given that even animated, it still only possessed the vaguest outline of facial features. 
 
    'Explain to me how I could even begin to believe you're not a demon.' 
 
    'I would probably start by pointing out that I'm not currently trying to eat your soul or use your body as a possessed conduit to enter into the mortal world. That's probably a good start.' The statue rolled its non-existent eyes. 
 
    'Not really.' 
 
    'All right then. A sceptic. I can work with that. Your demographic forms the core of my religion, actually.' 
 
    There was a great, disgusting noise of stone grinding against itself as the statue slowly sank into the mossy ground, which Viktor noticed with disgust was leaking black ichor as it opened up. 
 
    'Won't be but a minute. Don't go anywhere.' The face gave him a stern look as it began to disappear. The grass curled around it and the hole it left immediately filled with earth. 
 
    'All right, fine. I'll just stay right here.' 
 
    'There's a good mortal,' a voice said from inside Viktor's ears. 
 
    Viktor gave it exactly seven seconds, then immediately bolted down the hill, screaming at the top of his lungs and repeatedly punching himself in the face in a vain attempt to wake himself the fuck up. 
 
    No such luck. He sped towards the edge of the hill where the thick grey fog was waiting for him. 
 
    He barrelled into the ludicrously thick mist surrounding the hill; it was so thick that he couldn't see. For a moment he was weightless, and worried there wasn't any ground at all. 
 
    Then he impacted something that felt like more grass and kept running, only barely bothering to note that the fog was so thick that he couldn't actually breathe. 
 
    That latter point became more urgent a few seconds later when he instinctively took a panted gasp, and his lungs immediately burned with the unnatural pain that only a poison could induce. 
 
    He coughed, sputtering and cursing his luck, then dizzily fell to his knees, clutching his throat. 
 
    He might have tried to turn around and go back to the hill if he could move, yet his legs were numb with the sensation of paralysis. 
 
    Never mind that the fog was endless and he could feel the world shifting around him even though he was motionless. Like the sensation of riding on a carriage, even though the ground should have been solid. 
 
    'Ugh, they never listen,' the voice said.  
 
    The ground erupted in front of him. Grass and dirt and tiny rocks pelting Viktor as a small mound of dirt rose up and pushed him up out of the fog. 
 
    He immediately vomited, puking up globules of yellow liquid that must have been the condensed fog. 
 
    'Oh thanks. Yes, there you go. Just vomit on my hand, why don't you?' The animated statue head snarked, floating above him with an irritated expression on its head. 
 
    'What the—What the fuck was that?' 
 
    The thing that had proclaimed itself the Stone God smiled humourlessly. It was still floating, but small clumps of dirt and rocks were still floating up from the ground below, beginning to form a rough approximation of the human body underneath it. 
 
    'We call it the Fog of Souls. The name's ironic, being that it kills any souls unfortunate enough to become caught in it. Or, you know, run directly into it like a fool.' 
 
    'Fucking excuse me, Princess. Some of us think the best direction to head in when confronted with this hocus pocus bullshit is the opposite one.' 
 
    'Hmm.' The featureless face might have smirked, if it still had a carving of a mouth to do so. 'You're not a very pious man, are you Viktor?' 
 
    'Not motherfucking particularly, no.' 
 
    'You and I will get along famously then. Hold still.' The pile of dirt rumbled again and some rock outcroppings that might have been fingers formed around him. 'Let's put you back on the island.' 
 
    The world shook again as the thing stood on two colossal legs of rock. What had been at first a body mostly made of dirt was slowly being filled in by rock, leaving behind small clumps of wasted earth in its wake. 
 
    The stone man was as tall as four or five small houses, and thus covered the distance quickly. Viktor was picked up like a stray piece of fabric and roughly deposited back onto the hill, still coughing and sputtering small amounts of yellow poison. 
 
    'There. Your benevolent god that you don't believe in has saved your life. Are you having a religious epiphany yet?' 
 
    'Just tell me what the fuck you want.' 
 
    'What makes you think I want anything?' 
 
    'You're either a god or a demon, and I'm just some random bloke. You wouldn't be speaking to me if you didn't want something.' 
 
    'The God, Viktor.' It sputtered through the stream of water, scowling. 'The only God that's worth speaking about. I'll be honest, I like you, but don't make that particular mistake again.' 
 
    'Hmph. Or what, big man? You'll smite me?' 
 
    Thunder oiled overhead, and lightning flashed in the distance. 
 
    'Yes,' the thing answered direly, voice deepening like the grind of a mountain. 
 
    Viktor said nothing, but he took the cue for what it was and raised a single hand in surrender. 
 
    'Better. Now sit down. You make me nervous when you lie on the ground vomiting like that.' 
 
    He was picked up again and deposited on the endless pillar where it met the ground. The stone thing walked around the island in only a few steps, standing on the opposite side of it. 
 
    'Despite your admittedly fair paranoia, I don't want anything from you. I'm only here to give you a warning. Or some advice, depending on how you view that sort of thing.' 
 
    'What would the difference be?' 
 
    'You'll figure that out when the time comes, I suppose. For now, I simply want you to remember the following: Do not touch the red, and don't let the green get away.' 
 
    The figure smiled thinly at him, then snapped a pair of giant fingers. 
 
    The sky shattered like a broken mirror, and Viktor screamed as a giant shard careened towards him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen: The Followed Fountain 
 
    Crackdown day came the next morning. Viktor waited both eagerly and anxiously for the smokeships to get sent in, for doors to get kicked down, and for it to inevitably go wrong in all the worst ways. He imagined a scene out of a nightmare. Watchmen and guardsmen making it into a bloody melee in the streets. Blood, gore, fire. 
 
    Hulkreug's own little war in the city, all for the sake of ruining the Baron. 
 
    It never came. Minutes turned into hours; hours turned into half a day. The entire keep sat on its haunches, men in rows upon rows of ready formation waiting with bated breath for Nikolas to give the order, any order. 
 
    Then nothing. They had spent the entire day in formation, waiting for orders that never came. Nikolas had one of the sergeants issue the stand-down that evening. All the men muttered curses and complained about formation-stiff legs as they marched back to the barracks. 
 
    Viktor tried to find the Captain and ask him what in the hell had gone wrong, but his office door had been closed and only after banging on it for ten minutes had Viktor been told to let it lie and wait for someone to deliver his orders to him. 
 
    That had his suspicion on edge, but he did as he was told. He waited. And waited. And waited. 
 
    Three days later, Viktor had still been completely unable to tease out an explanation for the boxing analogy Nikolas had made. Every time he'd managed to catch him either in his office or in the middle of a whispered meeting with a few scattered watchmen and tried to subtly pry useful information out of the man, he'd either smirked or glowered at him, depending on the kind of mood Viktor caught him in. 
 
    What was of more import was that even the revelation that the Church had their eyes on his executioner had only garnered a small nod from him and an assurance that he wouldn't let Viktor be taken by the templars. 
 
    Assuring, but not as much as being keyed in on the plan might've been. Nikolas had turned back to his inscrutable self. Viktor might have been concerned he'd somehow offended the man if he couldn't see the concentration creasing his face at every spare minute. 
 
    This had been in the midst of several mad days in the keep. Despite being one of Nikolas's more useful men, he'd been kept in reserve while the rest of the watchmen performed some of the most intensive drills Viktor had ever seen the officers put the men through. 
 
    Little by little, the keep took on a different tone. Rosh, even though he was no sergeant, had been temporarily promoted to a training position. He had also eagerly gotten stuck with the task of teaching the men the best way to disembowel someone rather than simply knock them on their arse. 
 
    Every once in a while, a squad would disappear from the keep and the roster would be hastily reorganised to fill the gap in the schedule. Viktor might have suspected something if Heun hadn't specifically mentioned those men had been selected to "go off and see to some things". 
 
    Strangest of all, Nikolas had implemented a roving change to the Baron's banners hanging from the Upper Keep. They normally flew high and proud, but over the past few days they'd been flown at odd combinations of sideways, upside-down and halfway down the flagpoles. 
 
    He might have suspected Nikolas was relaying a message to someone watching from the Red Palace, but the ordering of the banners was so completely random that he didn't think anyone watching from afar with a spyglass would be able to make sense of it. 
 
    It wasn't the strangest thing, but what was most telling of how serious the situation was that the Air Fleet had been called into the city and then withdrawn back into their patrol routes in the outskirts no less than three times. 
 
    Smokeships, even the small ones, were ungodly expensive to build and maintain. The Air fleet only had five military ships between all of them, and the cost in fuel to send them to and from the city must have been astronomical. 
 
    Make no mistake, Nikolas was planning the way he planned a war. Quietly, revealing as little as possible to anyone for risk of a leak. Information was being kept strictly separated on a need-to-know basis, and he was delivering almost all of his orders to his men himself rather than through any of the lieutenants or messengers. Men got told the bare minimum of what they needed to know to do their job, not the how's and why's. 
 
    Again, telling. Nikolas was normally the kind of commander that trusted his men enough to provide context to his orders and leave his subordinates enough room to operate without being micromanaged; clearly, he'd gotten awfully sick of spies.  
 
    They still didn't know if there was a mole in the keep, or if they should be putting up Stone God's Xs in case any eyeballs popped out of the walls.  
 
    Viktor could almost see him separating the information in his head, sorting from 'useful' to 'non-useful.' 
 
    The only thing that had garnered much of a reaction from the man had been the mention of Olga DeWinter and the fountain. 
 
    In fact, it had really garnered a reaction, and Viktor had been made to spend half an hour going over exactly what the letter had meant and exactly what End might have meant. 
 
    After it all, Nikolas had nodded—the information had crossed has face into the 'useful' side of his brain—and Viktor had been told to issue a very specific set of instructions to End when he next sent her a message through their dead drops. 
 
    Viktor had done so, and then waited two more days for those instructions to be carried out, amidst the ongoing sights of the keep slowly but surely losing even more of its collective mind. Watchmen slipped away during the dark hours in their plainclothes. Training drums were beat well into the night regardless of whether or not any of the men in the keep were busy practicing. Swords were polished to a shine only to be taken outside and thrown into the mud, then re-polished. And the flags continued to fly in bizarre patterns he couldn't discern the meaning of. 
 
    The entire keep had a mad frenzy to it. And though Viktor felt like he had an idea of what Nikolas was up to from his time spent watching the keep, he couldn't say for sure. 
 
    Ordo had, much like everyone else in the keep, been told to keep her mouth completely shut about anything that she'd been ordered to do. During one of the days where the boredom and the nerves were starting to get the better of him, he'd amused himself by bothering her in the infirmary. 
 
    On the seventh day, on a Saturday, Viktor had received word back from End. While he had been on the way to Nikolas' office to inform him, the man himself had pulled Viktor into a stray corner, disguised as one of his own rank-and-file watchmen. Viktor would be the first to admit that he hadn't seen that coming, even though he probably should have. Nikolas was no stranger to sucking it up alongside his men. 
 
    Then, at the Captain's prompting, the strings and coins from End had been translated with a piece of paper and some chalk that Nikolas had had on his person. Then, six gold cubes had been discretely put into Viktor's hand without prompting. 
 
    'Now, listen closely,' Nikolas whispered. 'It is imperative that you understand these instructions to a high degree of accuracy, and you know how I hate repeating myself.' 
 
    Viktor listened in, feeling for all the world like he was hearing the sound of a war being won. 
 
    * * * 
 
    'I don't believe we've been followed,' Father Stendeval sub-vocalised, dressed in a beggar's rags. He leaned with his back against the wall, putting on what was an admittedly pretty impressive pantomime of an addict shaking with cold, hunger, or the withdrawal symptoms of the red pixiedust. 
 
    Viktor supposed the man spent a lot of time with exactly those kinds of people, given that the templars weren't excused or exempt from the Stone Faith's demands that its priests give succour and alms to the poor. 
 
    'Give it another half hour,' Viktor said from where he was huddled beside him with a heavy fur bag under his arm, wearing the treated face of a drunkard that had died of cold exposure. 
 
    'My friend still needs to pass me the all-clear. You never know when someone is peering too closely at you or from which angle. The house has a lot of guards that might have caught a glimpse of us while we were passing through the side street.' 
 
    '"House"?' Stendeval scoffed quietly, turning his head over the corner and taking a brief peek. 'More like castle. The opulence is rather pathetic. I could feed half a city with the price of selling it off.' 
 
    The Father exaggerated, but not by much. The manor was magnificent. Three storeys of old stone, cracked and regal with age and draped in the greens and yellows of House Erolo. There were only two gates and they each opened onto a winding smoothstone path that worked its way up either side of the hill and ended in front of the manor itself, the façade of which was built with what had to be imported sandstone, seeing as the rock didn't look native to the mountain. 
 
    Viktor might have been tempted to sneak in by vaulting the fence and going through the hedge mazes in the front of the property, but the paved area they would have to cross to get through was too wide and open for that to be feasible. They would be seen coming. 
 
    Plus, the gates and the fencing were both made of spiked iron. And it didn't escape Viktor's notice that Erolo men-at-arms—draped in mail and open-faced helmets and wielding spears and short-swords—patrolled the wall every twenty metres or so. 
 
    The place was well-lit from both the inside and the front approach, and if he squinted, Viktor could see the shadows of yet more men with crossbows idling around the windows. 
 
    Clearly Lym Erolo had become security-conscious lately. Viktor was sure he had no idea why. 
 
    Paranoid old fuck. 
 
    Suffice to say that going in the front simply wouldn't happen bereft of a hundred or so men at the very least. 
 
    Their only saving grace was that the street outside was illuminated by sparse oil-lantern streetlamps that were held up by more of the man-sized brass statues of suffering slaves the nobles were so fond. The lanterns were lovely things, themselves being carved and moulded from iron; each were made to resemble a face embodying a different extreme emotion. 
 
    Hatred. Terror. Despair. The nobles, even on one of the comparatively poorer streets of the Uppers, loved their melodrama. 
 
    In a neighbourhood that consisted almost entirely of walled garden estates and smaller townhouses, they had been fortunate that the Erolo manor had been built in front of a big fountain plaza where one of the smaller townhouse manors opposite it on the street was currently unoccupied. 
 
    The other noble family was away on business or something, giving them some stone walls to huddle under without too much fear of being watched. 
 
    They did have to be quiet and careful not to wake up the family living on the other side of the alley. If that happened, they'd undoubtably make a racket, and the Erolo men would probably come over to check just in case. 
 
    'And you think these disguises will work? The Uppers isn't exactly known for its beggar population. I can confirm those that come to the temples around the city often complain the Watch throws them out for vagrancy.' 
 
    'The disguises only serve to make us look too disgusting to approach, for fear of catching something or getting knifed. We're just two beggars that have gotten past the gate guards and come here to beg our lords and masters for succour. We'll look more suspicious if we actively skulk around in the shadows rather than sitting here and looking squalid. 
 
    'Better to play the part of two wandering addicts that made their way up here somehow. Security in the Uppers has been laxer in some ways ever since Captain Lauter had his men stop throwing anyone that looked too poor out at the Fancyboys' request.' 
 
    Honestly, that was another thing that Viktor didn't see eye-to-eye with the Captain on. Most of the beggars were relatively harmless, but you never knew which one was a dangerous addict that would knife you for change or was otherwise just some criminal casing your house in disguise. 
 
    Even if the Erolo men-at-arms did somehow spot them this far away, which was unlikely given that they were hidden behind an alleyway that was itself covered in darkness, they were clearly more focused on making sure nothing got over their own walls. They were not focused on the two random beggars on the other side of the plaza. And they would only come over if they made a scene, Viktor was relatively certain. Besides, it wasn't as if they didn’t have a backup plan. 
 
    'I see.' 
 
    'Relax, Stendeval. This isn't the first time I've watched a house this way. Though, you know, you'd have made my job a lot easier if you'd taken that helmet off and let me apply some makeup to your face directly.' 
 
    Stendeval gave him a look through his helmet, painted in black tar as it was. 'It's not the way of the templars to remove our helmets in the course of our duties.' 
 
    'Your initiates took their helmets off in the dungeons during an active exorcism,' Viktor pointed out. 
 
    'The rule only really applies once they are fully knighted and inducted into the Order.' 
 
    Viktor could tell that was a lie, but he let it slide. The man was either shy, didn't want to show Viktor his face because he didn't trust him, or had some other reason that he probably wouldn't speak about. 
 
    Normally he would press him, but the tiny amber glint of something behind Stendeval caught his eye. 
 
    'Hmm. Fine, keep your secrets. She's issuing the first signal. We should be clear of any hypothetical spies. Nobody followed us.' 
 
    Stendeval nodded but didn't move to get back up. Viktor followed the glint as it hovered around for a few more seconds, then blinked out of existence. 
 
    A few moments later, a figure dressed in a heavy beige cloak and a stupid-looking red hat that was too spherical to be taken seriously stepped into the light in the plaza, holding a long pole with an unlit torch on one end and something resembling a bell on the other. 
 
    The fire from the three rings of kneeling statues surrounding the fountain made the figure look like something otherworldly. At once simply a person wearing a coat, and then also a mass of sapient fur.  
 
    It idled for a few seconds, slowly fiddling open the little glass door to one of the lamps. Then it held the pole in both hands and put the attached little bell over the fire, snuffing it out. 
 
    The brass statue kneeling on the ground was swallowed by the night. 
 
    Viktor watched for a few more seconds as End, looking perhaps almost admirably comfortable in the garb of an Adelstradian lamplighter, stomped over to another lantern and another fire. 
 
    Another statue went dark. 
 
    After another minute, a third statue was swallowed. Stendeval turned his head to calmly regard the scene. 
 
    'It's a little poetic, isn't it?' Viktor mused, taking his eyes off End as she worked slowly and methodically. 
 
    'What is, Viktor?' 
 
    'Watching a light in the darkness. We're here, shrouded in the absence of light, and we can't even see our own hands. And yet, fifty metres that way, I can see a whole little world in that plaza. 
 
    'My friend, on the other hand, she can see her own body while she moves around snuffing lanterns out, but she can't see us. It almost seems a little unfair, in a way. The inequality of being in the light.' 
 
    'Hmph. Profound. I might find a way to steal that for my next sermon.' Stendeval had a smile in his voice. 'But tell me, will we not draw attention by doing this? Surely they'll notice the lights going out.' 
 
    Viktor shook his head, even though Stendeval couldn't see him. 'No. She's only an hour or two ahead of the regular schedule. The Guild of Lamplighters' standard is at dawn, at seven in the morning. The guards won't be paying enough attention to notice the difference, especially if she's wearing the guild uniform and it's only the street lights that are going out.' 
 
    'I would think that an hour or two would be enough difference in time to arouse suspicion.' 
 
    'It would be, if the Captain hadn't pulled a favour and had someone tell the head of the Guild of Lamplighters to order his men to spend the last solid week on strike, lighting lanterns intermittently, at odd hours or not at all. The guards will be well conditioned into accepting that the Brownies are just being uppity again.' 
 
    Stendeval nodded, impressed. 'And tell me again why we are sneaking in so close to dawn, rather than during midnight?' 
 
    'Because the guards will be on their highest alert during the day and then during the deepest parts of the night. Simple mind games. They'd just expect people to try to sneak in when its darkest, not when we're nearing morning twilight and the city will start to get just a teeny bit brighter before sunrise. 
 
    'They'll be tired from a long night's watch and winding down with the expectation that if anything was going to go wrong, it already would have. If the lamps went out in the dead of night, strikes or not, they'd probably still send a few squads out just in case. And if that happened, we'd be stuffed.' 
 
    'Hmm. It is as you say, I suppose.' 
 
    Silence reigned for another few minutes after that. He just contented himself to silently watch End carefully snuff and then relight several lanterns in the plaza. 
 
    'You're not a very talkative man, are you Father?' 
 
    'I find peace in the silence, when and where I can.' 
 
    'Hmm. Well, get ready to be extra silent. She's nearing the last lantern.' 
 
    Another thing to consider in the fine balance of this little job was how suspicious it would look if the entire plaza went dark all at once. 
 
    End had made sure to space it out in a time of no less than ten minutes between the first lantern going out and the last one, with some erratic relighting mixed in-between just to make it look like she was merely an irate lamplighter fucking around just for the sake of it. 
 
    Soon enough, an incredibly thin, incredibly narrow corridor of darkness existed between the alleyway they were hidden in, and the central fountain. Viktor could admit that he found himself staring at it. 
 
    The mass of brass bodies was the height of three men and was brightly lit thanks to each metal person holding a candle out imploringly to the heavens, as if asking Stone God himself to save their meagre souls. 
 
    The water sprayed from their mouths and leaked from their eyes into the wide white basin below, as if it were Stone God's punishment for daring to question their brutal lords. 
 
    The craftsmanship was brilliant, both from the perspective of an artist and engineer. 
 
    Too bad it was also creepy as all fuck. 
 
    End used the snuffer on the pole to carefully kill the light on the side of the fountain that was facing them, leaving only as many candles lit as she had to. 
 
    'And now comes the time for the Stone God's work...' Stendeval sighed. He stood up and worked his shoulder, putting a leather-gloved hand on the pommel of the short-sword hidden under his beggar's robes. 
 
    'I hope your sword arm is as good as the templars' are rumoured to be. There're still a lot of things that could go wrong.' 
 
    'I'm aware. You lead the way. I'll follow and do as you say as best I'm able. But don't forget that my primary purpose here is to find the witch and destroy it. The political matters are your concern.' 
 
    'And you're sure it's based out of here, not the DeWinter manor?' 
 
    'Positive. I've been meditating on the matter intently for some time.' 
 
    Viktor didn't bother hiding the scepticism that passed its way over the face he was wearing. Then he remembered the last dream he'd had and suddenly felt like glowering at a templar might be inviting something he didn't want to invite. 
 
    Bloody dreams. Viktor was still trying to decide if it was the witch fucking with him again, an actual prophetic dream from the Stone God, or just a symptom of him finally going insane. 
 
    He had told Nikolas. He wasn't stupid enough to keep that kind of thing to himself, but short of any way to interpret it, the information was useless. 
 
    But either way, not informing the templars about the dreams had been the right decision. Now that he had more proof that the Church thought he was suspect, it would be best that they not be given any more reason to suspect he had been tainted. 
 
    The Church didn't need to think you were guilty to purge you, only that you were a risk. Whether or not you intended that state of affairs was, in all honesty, completely irrelevant to the end result. 
 
    As it was, he was still trying to figure out how he'd deal with Stendeval, or if he even needed to. Once he'd caught wind this little job would be taking place, the man had somehow muscled his way in on the mission at the last second.  
 
    Again, whether by some magical means or yet another goddamn spy, this one operating for the Church, was unknown. Stendeval might have just pulled rank and strongarmed him into spilling the beans. The witch was supposed to be his job to take care of after all. 
 
    Just Viktor's luck that while Rosh, Maxwell, and Lukas were assigned to deal with the DeWinter manor if and when the time came, he'd had a zealot folded into his mission. 
 
    Viktor plucked the bag up, keeping it close to him in case the contents made any noise from the motion. 
 
    They moved silently through the dark, flowing over the pale cobblestones like silent little shades in the night, slow, careful not to give away even the slightest indication of their presence. 
 
    It was a near thing a few times, trying not to get too close to the lit torches and staying in the dark, but after a few minutes of slow creeping, they eventually crossed the last few inches and came to a stop on the hidden side of the fountain. 
 
    'We have about forty-five minutes before the twilight gets too bright to operate in,' End whispered from the darkness. 
 
    'Should be more than enough,' Viktor noted. 
 
    'Enough to get in. I'm not so sure it'll be enough to get in, do the job, and then get out quietly,' End said.  
 
    'Relax. There's a century's worth of men waiting in plainclothes six blocks away at the furthest, and three separate posts watching with spyglasses.' 
 
    'And yet the involvement of the Watch needs to be kept to a minimum. Captain Lauter needs to be able to claim ignorance of what happens tonight, and we'll only be able to call on those men if things go poorly, executioner.' 
 
    From where he was sat with his back against the base of the fountain, Stendeval patted his side where he had a pouch containing an emergency flare. 'I know I must sound like a repeating hymn, but are you sure these other friends of yours can be trusted with subtlety?' 
 
    'Hired goons, not friends. And no, not really, but they don't need to be. We only need to be quiet long enough to get through. Sure, first prize is if we can stay unseen for the duration, but if things go wrong, we can always just fight our way out. My friend said she knows where the tunnel key is.' 
 
    'No key,' End's voice came from a formless spot in the dark. 'But the fountain outside DeWinter Manor had a similar setup. It should be a simple pull on one of the candle holders.' 
 
    'If it's not? The very existence of a tunnel here is conjecture at this point. That DeWinter apparently had one built under his manor guarantees nothing about another under the Erolo house.' 
 
    'And yet there's a chance there might be one, seeing as Olga DeWinter was leaving her house to meet with someone. There's a good chance it was one of Lym's people. Double checking costs us nothing, and if there isn't one, we just leave for now. Hence why we're being quiet. If we don't find it in the next forty-five minutes, we're calling it off and trying again with another entry point another evening.' 
 
    'The Captain won't like that.' 
 
    'The Captain was the one that told me not to try going in the front gates and to withdraw if those turned out to be the only way in, Cecil.' 
 
    He turned to the vague area where he thought End was hiding in the darkness. 'You've seen the other fountain and you're a better climber.' 
 
    "Cecil" was her codename for the duration of the job. A necessary pain so as to leave as few clues as possible now that Stendeval was watching them. 'You're just too lazy to climb around these candles yourself, you fat bastard.' 
 
    Still, she did as she was told, planting a foot on the base of the fountain and hoisting herself upwards along with her muffler stick, still keeping the illusion that she was simply a worker on a harsher strike. 
 
    Viktor peeked at the men-at-arms guarding the iron fences. Two of them stared at End as she mounted the fountain, and one of them—a sergeant with a white plume in his helmet—raised a hand as if he were about to call for more men. 
 
    End was quick, pulling the muffler stick out, snuffing a few more candles, and making a rude gesture to such a wide portion of the street that it could be impossible to think she was aiming it at anyone specific. 
 
    Viktor could have sworn he heard a muffled curse and something about "peasants" from one of the men-at-arms, but the sergeant did lower his arm and strut away. 
 
    Not worth wasting men on the lamplighter when they were worried the Watch might come calling, just as he'd thought. 
 
    Viktor knelt back down on the dark side of the fountain. The sound of Stendeval's low and rhythmic hums told him the templar priest was either praying or just finding a tune to focus on to while the time away. 
 
    Looking back into the dark, Viktor pulled out a small blue gem that Nikolas had given him exactly for this purpose. He tapped it three times at the top, where the colour was starting to fade a little into white. The gem emitted a brief but bright flash of blue light. 
 
    A few seconds later, a flash of red light answered him from the alleyway, and Viktor pocketed the glintstone. 
 
    Curious little trinket. Enchanted so that only someone holding another stone could see the flash of light, and even then, only if the stones had been "joined" during their creation. Viktor didn't understand what was meant by that, and even Nikolas wasn't privy to exactly what alchemy went into their creation, other than being able to tell him that pixiedust wasn't involved. 
 
    Three minutes later, a small metallic click tore through the silence. It was loud only because it was right behind him, but he still felt the need to peek over the fountain at the Erolo men-at-arms. 
 
    A few were keeping a wary gaze on the fountain, no doubt thinking some fairly classist thoughts about the "lamplighter" that was fucking around with the candle mounts, but none had come over. The mechanical ticking that slowly started to wind its way down the fountain clearly wasn't audible from so far away. 
 
    Viktor turned and gave End a mean look. 'A little unsubtle on that knob turn, aren't we?' 
 
    'The mechanism is clunky,' End said defensively. 'What do you want me to do, oil it from the outside before I pull the lever?' 
 
    'You could have tried pulling it slowly,' he hissed. 
 
    'I did pull the damn thing slowly,' she hissed back, climbing off the fountain just as the last seconds of whatever mechanical functions were occurring in the fountain ticked to a close. 
 
    He had expected to see a discrete tunnel top open up in the tiling, of such slender diameter that a man could barely fit through it, or maybe a little part of the basin slide back and reveal a set of stairs. Something sensible and discreet, the way a secret tunnel should be. 
 
      
 
    Instead, Viktor was treated to the distinctly creepy sight of watching a dozen of the brass bodies on their side of the fountain slowly clutch their candles to their chests, as if wracked with pain. 
 
    'Stone God...' Stendeval breathed, briefly making an 'X' over his chest. 
 
    The mouths of the statues parted open unnaturally wide, as if in silent screaming. Like a nest of snakes, their torsos slithered and coiled and slid away from one another, parting like a sea and receding back into the mass. A low creaking emitted from the rest of the fountaintop statues as pipes broke and water leaked everywhere, revealing a small, cramped tunnel. 
 
    Exactly seven brass steppingstones rose from the basin at exactly perfect intervals. Just the right distance for the average man to step on if he widened his stride a little. 
 
    'That's not creepy at all.' Viktor decided to find refuge in sarcasm. 
 
    He gave another look at the men-at-arms. Sure, at this angle, they likely wouldn't have seen the bodies move, but the sound wasn't as quiet as he would like. 
 
    They hadn't moved, still throwing the occasional glare End's way but by their posture, they were tired and counting the minutes until the changing of the guard. 
 
    Hmm. 
 
    'Well, as we agreed, I've let you into the manor,' End said neutrally, pulling him out of his own second thoughts. 'I've done my part, I'll see you when you come out, Vi—' 
 
    'Not so fast, Cecil. I paid you to get me in and out.' 
 
    Viktor grabbed her by the mouth before she could retort, stifling her complaints in his armpit and carefully mounting the basin. He strode over the dark path of brass that led into the gaping maw, ignoring End's indignant growls. 
 
    'I dearly hope you know what you're doing, Viktor.' Stendeval sighed, following along after them. 'For all our sakes.' 
 
    As if by magic, a few seconds after Stendeval stepped into the mass, it slowly started to creep closed behind him, emitting yet more creaking. With the last tiny vestiges of puny twilight, Viktor watched the outline of a broken pipe snap back into place just like new, followed gradually by a dozen more. 
 
    The sound of water running through metal all around them filled his ears. The crude door of torsos and arms filled the space in again, their bodies pressing tight and locking their arms together to form the hidden entrance. 
 
    Viktor could have sworn he saw a look disturbingly near to pity on one of the faces as it ground past him into its place. It emitted a single shiver and then stilled, leaving the three of them alone with whatever was waiting for them inside the tunnel underneath the earth. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen: The Underneath 
 
    'I should stab you in the throat for this,' End seethed. 'I don't make a habit of letting people manhandle me, and I don't see any reason to start now.' 
 
    'Cease thine bitching, wench,' Viktor grumbled. 'I don't make a habit of paying for half-done jobs. You're usually mountains more professional than this.' 
 
    'I would have given you a discount...' End sighed quietly. 
 
    'Cecil, I paid you far too much for you to be having second thoughts now. You're not normally this cowardly. Be a fucking man.' 
 
    'I'm not cowardly, you miserable pile of dark rags,' she hissed. 'You paid me to get you into a manor and then out again. You said nothing about haunted fountains made out of what I genuinely think might have been still-living shamblebrasses covered in poured metal...' 
 
    'Well, "living" is a misnomer in their case—' 
 
    'That's not the damn point,' End grit out. 
 
    Now that they were closer and he had lit a torch, he could see her biting her pale lips from underneath the rags covering her face.  
 
    She took a deep breath, habitually pulling the cloth down a little lower, obscuring even her mouth this time. 
 
    'I can handle sneaking around and then knifing a witch in the face while it sleeps, but the plan was for Mosaic and his men to come in with us through the same path you two took. 
 
    'But now that the fountain has closed behind us and we've not found the inside switch even after twenty minutes of looking, we can't even guarantee they haven't left. The job's botched. We should use the blue dust bomb to blow a hole in the entrance, then run.' 
 
    'Blue dust bomb?' Stendeval tilted his head at him from where he was taking up the front of their little column. 
 
    'Insurance, in case things go poorly.' 
 
    'Don't tell me you stole that from the evidence lockup in the keep.' 
 
    'Fine, I won't tell you that.' 
 
    Not like the amount he'd discreetly siphoned from the stash in the northeast tower in the keep had been enough to cause notice. Ordo had been nice enough to put a half a day aside to put it together for him on the quiet, and she'd assured him that the detonation would be powerful enough to destroy a house, conservatively. 
 
    'I feel as though I must have sinned recently, to find myself in the company of such scoundrels. I'll need to pray on this.' Stendeval snarked quietly. 
 
    'Oi, just keep your pleasantly soothing voice down and your eyes up ahead, preacher man. Who knows, maybe you'll spot an altar boy to sin with?' 
 
    'You know, Viktor, I'm aware you’re not allowed in the Grand Cathedral, but I would be more than willing to pray with you privately sometime. Stone God knows you need it...' 
 
     Viktor didn't reply, keeping his silence for once. He stuck his hand out and let it trail along the wall, feeling the bumps and inclines of the sharp stones. 
 
    Well, more like tiles. They were flat and thin, and it was clear by how neat the corners were that the entire tunnel had been formed by stacked and cut tiles. The kind he might find lining someone's outside garden. 
 
    Almost all of them were white, but every once in a while, every ten metres or so, he'd find a single black tile on either side of him embedded waist-height into the wall. 
 
    The entire corridor was spiky and weird, and he could think of not a single logical reason why tiles would be used instead of bricks. Even the ceiling had been built from the stacked, prickly formations, though those ones had been stacked horizontally rather than vertically. He couldn't quite discern what was keeping them from falling. 
 
    It was more than a little unnatural, and he got the distinct feeling the slightest bump would loosen the shards above and send them hurling down towards them. 
 
    Even more creepy was the fact that the sound of running water had not ceased, sounding from pipes above, below, and all around them. He was positive the amount of liquid being moved was far more than could be justifiable for a manor this size. 
 
    Even if it turned out the tunnel ran parallel to the connecting block for the entire neighbourhood's sewer system, that still sounded like too much water. 
 
    'Stendeval, you mentioned geometry before. Is that only a templar thing, or do witches use it too?' 
 
    Stendeval was quiet for a moment, not turning to face him. 
 
    'Careful, Viktor. Asking those questions without the appropriate remit can get you in trouble.' Stendeval gave him a serious look over his shoulder, piercing him with his blue eyes. 'There are things men aren't meant to know.' 
 
    'I'm aware. My concern is that not knowing, in this specific instance, will get the three of us killed.' 
 
    'Hmph. You sound like Alexandrios.' There was a little fondness in Stendeval's voice. 'That boy is too eager and too curious for his own good. It's been the death of more than one templar, and more than one Blackclad besides.' 
 
    That the Church was unhappy with him came to the forefront of his mind. He suddenly missed his axe, having been unable to bring the bulky thing due to the need for stealth. He tapped the Erolo knife hidden in his vest, the seax in his boot, and the side-sword sheathed at his side, obsessively ensuring some unseen hand hadn't snatched any of them away when he wasn't looking. 
 
    'I suppose that'd be a threat, Father Stendeval.' 
 
    'No, not even remotely, but I don't blame you for thinking as much.' Stendeval put his eyes ahead again. 'It is to my shame that I have seen what I have seen and know what I know, Viktor, not to my glory,' he sighed. 
 
    Viktor let it go. He turned and looked behind him, checking that End was still there. 
 
    She was, though she had a knife in each hand and her posture suggested she was giving serious consideration to using them both on him. 
 
    'Cecil,' he said quietly. 
 
    'What?' she ground out. 
 
    'If we get to the other end of this tunnel and things go poorly, I want you to leave. You're faster than I am and an infinitely better climber. If a melee breaks out or if things take a turn for the horrific, then leave.' 
 
    'What happened to "professionalism"?' she asked snidely. 
 
    'You weren't incorrect in saying that the original plan is already invalid.' He dug into his tunic and pulled the bomb out, holding the spiked steel cylinder out to her. 
 
    'I'm sorry for that, and I know you aren't really much for idle words, so I'll apologise by trusting you with this. At the hypothetical point where it becomes necessary to use it, it won't matter if it's the tunnel, the front gates, an interior wall, or a part of the fence. The timer is set to thirty seconds. Blow something open and then run.' 
 
    The mass of rags that was her head regarded him silently. She took the bomb in her smaller hand, hiding it under her various layers. 
 
    'Only if it becomes necessary. And I won't run at the first sign of trouble. I'll offer that much at least.' 
 
    'Thank you, Cecil.' 
 
    'You're welcome.' 
 
    'I know I'm the only one here who is likely to be so inclined, but you might want to say your last prayers. There's an iron ladder ahead.' 
 
    Viktor sighed, somehow perversely hoping that the tunnel would go on forever and he'd never find out what was on the other side or that he'd wake up and realise his entire life had just been a dream. 
 
    The antechamber was just wide enough that he could probably stick both of his arms out without touching the walls and it was, thankfully, sans any human skulls or skinned babies. It was, for all intents and purposes, just a normal little sewer hatch. 
 
    It went into the interior of the manor, if the bright light coming from whatever hatch lay above was any indication. 
 
    'Is that...music?' Viktor asked, certain he also heard a lot more people than he'd expected to. 
 
    'It is,' End confirmed. 'The tune is the "Ballad of Black Bartholomew". It's a popular folk song in the Lowers, about a beggar that kills a king and steals his skin to impersonate him.' 
 
    'Fucking lovely.' 
 
    'A lot of Adelstradian or Northern folk tunes are rather dark, as are our fairy tales,' Stendeval sighed. 'Though, I must confess that I personally am not a fan of this particular song.' 
 
    'Don't tell me there's a bloody association with witchcraft or something...' 
 
    'No, not really.' Stendeval put a foot onto the first rung of the ladder, testing it, and then putting his weight on it once it was clear it was sturdy enough. 
 
    'I just really, really don't admire the twang on those blasted banjos. I can tolerate a lute, but a banjo is an abomination against the natural order. If a melee should become necessary, you must promise me that you will not judge me for forcibly silencing whatever bard is perpetrating that atrocity against God.' 
 
    'All right. Fair's fair. Don't open the top grate. First tell me what you see.' 
 
    'As you say.' As Stendeval ascended the ladder, Viktor winced at the low metallic groan it made. It must have been old. Sturdy enough to support his weight but he could see from the flecks of rust all over it that time had not been kind to it. 
 
    Stendeval pulled himself up to the highest rung, peering through thin gaps in whatever hidden grate he was underneath. A tense few seconds later, he slowly climbed down. 
 
    'It's an empty room. A study, I think,' Stendeval whispered. 'I can hear music from outside the room, but it's lower than the floor. Coming from the grand hall, I think. There's an opening for a key, but we obviously don't have it.' 
 
    'Now you see why I brought you along.' Viktor turned to her. 'There's no lock you can't pick.' 
 
    'Careful, Viktor. I might begin to think you're trying to flatter me,' End sighed, topping the ladder and slowly working her way up. 
 
    'Is it working?' he snarked. 
 
    'A little bit, unfortunately.' 
 
    * * * 
 
    With a final irritated grumble, End slid the stone grate open from the inside and then crawled through the tiny opening in the floor, disappearing from sight. 
 
    Viktor waited a tense few seconds on the ladder, then tried to make it seem he hadn't almost shat himself when her head appeared back over the hole. She motioned the 'all clear' with a pale hand. 
 
    Viktor took a deep breath, then ascended the last few metres of the ladder. He helped End push the rest of the concrete slab off the entrance so that his larger frame could fit through. 
 
    He tried incredibly hard not to think about how bad it would be if the mechanism was somehow triggered now and closed while he was halfway through it. 
 
    'Shouldn't this be opening by itself, like the other side?' he asked as he finally managed to squeeze his way through the gap, feeling both extremely relieved to be away from the claustrophobic depths and mildly self-conscious about his weight. 
 
    'The mechanism was mostly clockwork, and a complex one. I had to break a few gears while I was unlocking it,' End said by way of explanation. 
 
    'Is it safe for me to come up?' Stendeval asked quietly from the hole. 
 
    'Mostly, just be quick when you do. Don't want to get stuck in anything,' Viktor whispered. 
 
    Stendeval didn't have a reply for that, but he did scurry up the last few metres of ladder in a fashion that might have been a little too quick to seem the dignified comportment of a priest. He accidentally banged his helmet on the wooden panel above him as he did. 
 
    Viktor and End both winced at the sound. She put a hand on Stendeval to steady him. 'Careful, Father. Not accustomed to sneaking around nobles' mansions?' 
 
    'As a point of pride, Miss...' 
 
    'Cecil is fine for now.' 
 
    End crept underneath the large dark desk the tunnel had apparently been set underneath and stood to her full height, holding a hand out for the templar to take. 
 
    'My thanks.' Stendeval nodded to her. 
 
    'Glad to see the two of you are getting along well. It's heart-warming.'  
 
    Viktor crawled out onto a few cold stones that turned into a green carpet laid in the centre of the study. He stood and took the room in.  
 
    It was terribly cluttered. And unreasonably bright and opulent, though the former point might have just been his eyes adjusting from being stuck in the tunnel. He trailed a hand along the desk, unable to help the feeling that it was worth more than he would be if you were to take them both to the black markets. 
 
    Still, they might have come into a room that wasn't often used, seeing as one of the tables had some chairs turned up on it and his finger came away with a thin sheen of dust coating his glove. 
 
    Made sense, given that the best secret tunnels were found in parts of the house people didn't visit often, for obvious reasons. 
 
    Spending above your means indeed, Lym Erolo, Viktor thought to himself. 
 
    The office was undisturbed other than the slab that was currently dirtying the carpets. Most importantly, the door was closed, and there didn't seem to be any indication they'd been heard or seen coming in. 
 
    They had a little space to breathe and manoeuvre. 
 
    'Give me a hand putting the slab back where it was.' He pointed at Stendeval. 'We don't want to make it clear we're here. Cecil, have a peep through the keyhole.' 
 
    End nodded and padded over to the door as Stendeval and Viktor both pushed the rectangular stone back into place. Viktor had to muffle a curse as they positioned it over the hole and it almost fell into the rough "slot" that had been left in the floor for it. They both had to spend an agonising few seconds holding onto it with the slim of their fingers and trying to lower it down quietly without getting their flesh caught in the gap. 
 
    By some miracle of the Stone God, they managed to do so quietly. Viktor quickly pulled a spare rag out of his tunic, silently spat on it, then began to clean the dust and cobwebs from the carpet. 
 
    'Is that necessary?' Stendeval asked. 
 
    'With our luck? Just now Lym Erolo comes in here to write something up or read a book and he trips over us like rats in his pantry.' 
 
    'I'm not sure there's much chance of that,' End said from the door. 'Outside the office is a big dining hall. We're on the balcony and there're two staircases going to the ground floor. Lym's sat at the head of the table below us. I think he's more than a little drunk.' 
 
    'Seems like a family trait.' 
 
    'His brother did die not too long ago,' Stendeval pointed out. 
 
    'Psh. It's been, what, nine days?' Viktor found himself completely sans sympathy. 'Ten, depending how you count the hours? Man just needs to get over it already.' 
 
    Stendeval shook his head disapprovingly. 
 
    End tuned their conversation out and started taking her rags off. 
 
    'Good God!' Stendeval yelped and slammed a hand over his eyes, scandalised. 'My good lady, what the heavens are you doing?' 
 
    'Taking this stupid lamplighter outfit off so I can reach my knives and garrotte wire better...?' End supplied dumbly. 
 
    'Cecil, he's a preacher and you're a Blackclad. I think you just gave Father Stendeval both the worst religious dread of his life and his first-ever erection in the same evening.' 
 
    'My erections or lack thereof are none of your concern, you infidel causer of chaos.' Stendeval hissed. 'Is the woman clothed?' 
 
    'Stendeval, she was always going to be clothed.' 
 
    'Good, this is good.' 
 
    Again, Viktor couldn't see her eyes, but the tilt of End's head suggested she was staring at the priest. 
 
    Eventually she shook her head with a sigh, pulling the lamplighter's hat and cloak off to reveal a set of dark, form-fitting leather armour. Not quite black, but a very deep purple the way the twilight was, and studded to block the momentum of blades and discourage anyone from trying to strike her with an unarmed fist. 
 
    She turned to the corner for a moment, hiding her face as she pulled the rags off her visage and then slid back on a grey hood. 
 
    It still hid the entirety of her face, but whereas his was loose and dark, hers was form-fitting to a degree that looked uncomfortable. All the better not to snag on anything during a chase, or offer a wider profile than was necessary. 
 
    A thief's hood. 
 
    'The original plan is not really an option anymore.' She turned to him, checking a dozen little pouches on her armour where she kept her various tools. 'How do you want to play this?' 
 
    'Quietly, for as long as we can. We'll still attempt to pull him out, but we might need to improvise. You're on internal scouting detail and first alarm duty.  
 
    'Give me the amber glintstone and take this up to the roof or a balcony somewhere'—he put the blue glintstone in her hand—'and if you hear or see fighting inside, use it to signal Mosaic's men to break the front gates down.  
 
    'Remember, he'll only respond if he sees fighting or the signal from that specific stone. If you don't notice anything go wrong either from our end or yours, stick around and look for the amber glint. That'll be me signalling you that we're finished and in the process of leaving, then hop the fence when no one is looking.' 
 
    'This plan is only useful if they're still waiting for us, which you can't guarantee.' She tilted her head at him. 
 
    'He came recommended. This wouldn't be his first time making do after best-laid plans made contact with the reality.' 
 
    'As you say. What will the two of you do?' She tilted her head at him. 'Certainly not wait here for me and the thugs to do all the work?' 
 
    'Hardly. Mosaic's men are just here to serve as a distraction and allow us to keep the alibi that this was just a particularly vicious Blackclad theft gone wrong rather than something Nikolas planned. 
 
    'Less chance of provoking Hulkreug into action in case he does have someone watching this manor. While they make a show of breaking the gates down and stealing everything in sight, Stendeval and I will grab Erolo and head back down the tunnel. If that happens, you blow the bomb when you think the moment is right and escape in the chaos. Mosaic has been told to do the same twenty minutes after his men are spotted.' 
 
    'And if any portions of the plan go wrong, I assume I rush to set the flare off outside to call the watchmen and we kill everything in sight?' Stendeval drawled. 'Such a subtle plan.' 
 
    'We're in his own house without being currently stuck with arrows like pincushions, aren't we?'  
 
    Viktor lowered the fur bag off his shoulder, producing two men's uniforms that Nikolas had assured him were an exact match for the ones the Erolo servants wore and another one that was identical save for coming with a green skirt instead of trousers. 
 
    Then he brought out three much cleaner faces—two male, one female—that he'd had specially treated to be worn over Stendeval's mask, his hood, and the fabrics End covered her face with. 
 
    'Put these on.' 
 
    Stendeval grabbed the green doublet with faux-gold buttons and a pair of brown trousers, then—after some impatient prompting—gingerly took hold of his new face, practically radiating discomfort and disgust. 
 
    'I'll need to attend to many extra prayers for both myself and the two of you after tonight, I can just feel it.' 
 
    'I assure you, Father, my soul is clean enough to eat off of. The demons I sold it to told me themselves,' End snarked. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen: The Banquet 
 
    Nikolas's intelligence hadn't suggested that Erolo would be holding a feat tonight, but that was more to their benefit than not. Drunk partygoers made for inattentive partygoers. 
 
    The most dangerous part had been exiting the office silently and discreetly so as not to draw any bored heads upwards to what was most certainly Lym Erolo's private study. All the assembled partygoers had been so focused on the jaunty tune that was being played from the centre of an impromptu circle of them that no one was looking their way when they closed the door behind them. End split off to go do her own thing. 
 
    Viktor kept half an eye on Erolo, but true to End's word, he was at the head of the table nursing a tankard of mead and several open bottles of expensive wine. He looked too red in the face for the cause to be merely alcohol and tired in a way that struck Viktor as being on the spiritual level. 
 
    An anxious-looking Stimlyf was sat beside him to his right with an untouched tankard of his own, looking like he'd frankly rather be anywhere other than here. Viktor had to suppress as sigh. 
 
    Stimlyf might have threatened to stab him, but he still felt a pang of pity for the boy being stuck in a place like this. 
 
    It was a tragedy unto itself how little the trappings of nobility did to shield you from the insanity of a place like Adelstrad. 
 
    He might have assumed the Erolos were an emotionless family of sociopaths, but clearly the older Erolo had been dearly shaken by something. 
 
    Viktor and Stendeval descended the staircase into what had to be the most disgusting display he'd ever seen. He'd thought Stendeval was just being abstinent when he'd complained about the house, but this was obscene. 
 
    The entire room was covered in the green and dull gold that he'd long since realised was the Erolo house colours. He didn't think the gilding on the furniture was faux gold. 
 
    The tall and wide windows allowed the moonlight to enter the building and make ugly little reflections off the wine spills on the floor. 
 
    He suppressed a sigh. The fifty or so nobles in attendance were each dressed opulently and garishly to the point of it being cartoonish. Their masquerade masks were so gaudy that it physically made Viktor's head hurt. 
 
    Their tables had dutifully been covered with so much food that it was direly obvious they would never be able to eat it all by themselves. 
 
    Though, they were certainly giving their best go of it, Viktor couldn't help but feel disgusted as he watched one rotund man whose seat was barely containing his girth. Wearing a distinctly and disturbingly baby-faced silver mask fixed in an uproarious laugh, he devoured an entire chicken in one hand and clumsily cut up several lines of blue pixiedust with the other. 
 
    No doubt meant for the bored-looking blonde woman beside him wearing a red metal mask made to resemble a fox that had had the left side of its face stripped away, leaving only white bone. 
 
    There was a disturbing pile of other such blue pixiedust around the table, laid almost prettily into various silver dishes as if it were an appetiser. 
 
    The bard was a good distraction, he'd offer that for them. Viktor couldn't discern a gender, just a flourish of the bright colours of their outfit and the upbeat and yet somehow haunting tune of their banjo. 
 
    He and Stendeval discreetly made their way around the edges of the massive feasting hall, trying to both look as inconspicuous and casual as possible while also not drawing any attention to themselves from the squeak-squeak their valet shoes made against the freshly polished white marble floors. 
 
    'Oi! You two!' Viktor's heart stopped a little as a man-at-arms peeled himself from the diamond-shaped wallpaper he'd been guarding, giving them an angry glare.  
 
    'I put the call in for more servants in the kitchen ten minutes ago. Where've you two blighters been?' 
 
    'Sorry, sir.' Viktor tipped his head subserviently. 'There was a spill in one of the corridors. Wine.' 
 
    The man made an irritated face but didn't question the excuse, instead gesturing irately to a side-corridor. 'Peh, none of your excuses. Get in there and get the next course out. His Lordship won't have his celebrations disturbed or delayed by you layabouts.' 
 
    The man cuffed Viktor around the ear. For a second, the executioner battled with the duelling emotional states of shitting himself at the thought of him feeling that something was up with his face and the sudden, abject desire to tear the man-at-arms's face off and make him eat it. 
 
    'Right away, sir.' Viktor bowed his head again and made for the side corridor the man had pointed to. He ducked away from the party into a quieter set of grey stonework passages that, given their dark, cold, and un-fancy state, were clearly meant for the servants to use to travel about unseen. 
 
    'Motherfucking celebration?' Viktor hissed into his sleeve as soon as they were out of earshot. 'I thought you said he was in mourning!' 
 
    'I said he was probably in mourning,' Stendeval defended. 'It's not exactly a faith-approved thing to hold feasts less than two weeks after the death of your kin.' 
 
    'Yes, exactly. And how the fuck did all these fops even get in here? Between E—Cecil, and the Captain's men, this place has been under constant surveillance for nine fucking days. There's no possible way they could have just trundled past in their carriages.' 
 
    'Is it possible the watchmen were bribed?' 
 
    'Nikolas tells me he's doubtful. I'm more concerned about any of them being bewitched into stupidity or something.' 
 
    'Unlikely. I can tell you from personal experience that manipulating the minds of so many men in such a scale under such a relatively short period of time would not be something easily done by a single witch.  
 
    'This seems like one of those profane masquerades of debauchery and sin my non-militant cousins in the city are constantly trying to root out. It would make sense that Lord Erolo would not want to have the guests appearing through the front doors for such an occasion. There may be more than one tunnel heading underneath the manor...' 
 
    'When this is over, we're going to have to go through the entire city with a bloody comb to find all the tunnels that everyone and his grandmother apparently operates.' 
 
    'I'm more concerned with the situation at hand. There are...methods in which sites of great excess can be used as focal points to draw out some of the more unsavoury types of spirits.' 
 
    'Hence why this turn of events makes me even more suspicious, both politically and in the sense that some fucking weird magic might be going on. Why would you hold a feast in these circumstances, or any kind of gathering like this, unless you were either celebrating somebody's death or up to strange magical orgies and shit?' 
 
    'Again, you're not wrong, but now you really sound like Alexandrios. I still only sense the presence of a single corrupted soul, and it's definitely on the manor grounds somewhere.' 
 
    'Is there any way to narrow it down?' 
 
    'One or two. If I had a sample of blood to focus on...' 
 
    Viktor again found himself wary of the idea that the templars were anything other than normal men, but Stendeval had not been caught as a charlatan yet, and he seemed to know what he was doing in the dungeons. 
 
    'Taking blood samples isn't really an option if we're trying to be inconspicuous. What about hair?' 
 
    'Less ideal. The...poetry doesn't quite line up as well.' 
 
    'Poetry?' 
 
    'I'll tell you later. For now, more time spent here might allow me to get a closer look. If that fails, we may need to simply purge the manor of life.' 
 
    'That escalated quickly.' 
 
    'Believe me, this place being burnt to the ground along with everyone inside is a far better fate than whatever a loose witch will do to it,' Stendeval murmured. 
 
    They took another thin corridor at random—there was a small maze of the things, and they housed a creepy amount of cobwebs—entering into a kitchen that was as unnecessarily large as he'd expected, full of the sounds and smells of far more food than was necessary being prepared. 
 
    'Dowry, keep at that soup, yeah. I found a few,' someone called from behind a large bread oven. 
 
    A heavyset, red-haired woman that was probably a little more on the older side emerged from a big bread oven. She wiped a hand over her forehead, clearly having been hard at work for hours at least, if the tired expression her face was set in was any indication. 
 
    Viktor's eyes immediately drew down to the iron collar around her neck, fitted at the front with a metal sheet with the Erolo house crest stamped on it. An indentured servant. 
 
    Despite her clear exhaustion, she smiled at them in a manner that wasn't at all unlike the way your favourite aunt smiled when she found you sneaking the biscuits out of her kitchen and decided not to say anything. 
 
    'You two, the roast is ready to go. Grab some wine and bring it out, would you?' 
 
    'Right away, ma'am,' Viktor said automatically. 
 
    'Ma'am? Two of you must be new,' the woman chuckled, burying a filleting knife into a chopping board and wiping the flour on her hands off on her apron. 'No one in this kitchen calls me anything other than "Hillary"; maybe "Fat Hillary" if they're the more honest types.' 
 
    'We were, uh, brought on just for tonight. Temporary work.' 
 
    'Aye, that'd be the story I was told.' Hillary pulled a fish out of a bowl it had been marinating in. Viktor would be the first to admit he was impressed at how quickly she cut the head off and separated the bones from the meat, barely even looking at it. She turned to them and gestured to a mountainous roasted pig with an apple stuffed into its mouth. 
 
    'Just on the table there, loves. Careful. Thing's heavy, and His Lordship might throw you into a pot if you drop it. You'll want the Red Grenache vintage, too. Oh, and make sure you pour it slow-like when you uncork it. Lord Bartleby threw a fit when one of the other new servers done it too quick. Something about "bothering the flavour".' 
 
    'Got it. Jayce, grab the other side.' 
 
    Stendeval nodded at the mention of the fake name emblazoned on the valet's uniform, carefully piling a half dozen bottles of red wine onto the sides of the tray. Viktor couldn't tell them apart from the others, but he supposed that Stendeval might know. Monks did brew wine after all.  
 
    'Ha! Gonna need more than that, loves,' Hillary smirked, cutting the head off another fish. 'The night is young, after all.' 
 
    'Right away, Hillary.' Stendeval tapped six more bottles of wine onto the edges of the tray. They gave it an experimental lift and Viktor suppressed a curse. 
 
    He was a big bloke, and he swung a big axe around, but this giant fucking pig roast was twice as heavy as a man, by his guess. 
 
    'Erm, Hillary. You maybe think safe might be better than sorry in this case? Maybe this could use two more men.' 
 
    'Believe me, love, that's what I said. But we got told not to question. Too many extra hands in the kitchen spoil the broth, apparently.' Hillary rolled her eyes. 'In another kitchen, I might leave it to the shambles. But His Lordship can't stand the things, won't keep any on his land. 'Fraid you'll have to make do, loves.' 
 
    That, or maybe the Erolos were really coming to the end of their finances. Viktor felt the hairs on the back of his neck straighten again, in that way they did when something got too creepy even for his tastes. 
 
    Even for a family that was purported to be living well beyond their means, the amount of money they were putting into this little banquet struck him as being more of a last hoorah than anything else. 
 
    As if all the money that was left had gone into the food and the wine, and the budget for the extra valets had consisted of whatever change was at the bottom of the coffers. 
 
    Even weirder was the lack of shamblebrasses. He had thought it strange that he hadn't seen any coming in, but he assumed they'd been off doing some manual labour to free the human servants for something that required basic intelligence. 
 
    But if there weren't any, that was weird. Everyone in the city knew that if you could afford the buy price of a shambles, it would eventually pay for itself. 
 
    They didn't need to eat or sleep, and they didn't need to be paid. Seemed like the kind of thing Erolo would have been eager for. And he was a noble. They got second pick of the shamblebrasses, right after the Baron himself was done selecting the choicest ones for his army. 
 
    'Quit your complaining, Gren. It won't make the work go any faster.' Stendeval gave him a look through his fake face, which only barely responded to the movements of his real one due to the helmet between them. 
 
    Viktor had tried to tell him that was a liability, but Stendeval had insisted. 
 
    He stuffed a sigh back down his throat and moved to one end of the platter, planting his hands tight around the handle. 'On three.' 
 
    'One,' Stendeval said. 
 
    'Two.' 
 
    'Three.' Stendeval took the first heave and then almost immediately buckled under the weight of the heavy roast, forcing Viktor to muffle a curse and lower himself to make the work easier for the smaller templar. 
 
    He was right in thinking the fucking thing would be heavy, as they had taken only a scarce few steps before they lost their footing and bumped into another man in a chef's apron, sending some wine to a tilt off the tray. 
 
    The man in the apron had to hastily abandon the leeks he was cutting up and catch one of the bottles before it fell, giving them an irritated look and putting it back in place. 
 
    'Careful boys,' he said, thin, grey-haired, and with a veiny pair of arms that were lean from days of work. 'Those bottles are worth more a piece than you two are.' 
 
    'Dowry, let 'em be,' Hillary called from where she was rapidly entering into an expert rhythm of cutting the head off a fish and scraping it into a waiting wooden bucket in one neat motion. 'Just to the main hall, loves. Faster you move, faster it gets done.' 
 
    'Got it,' Viktor hissed, awkwardly turning to manoeuvre the roast above some glasses for risk of knocking them over. As he was turning with his back to the servant's corridor so that Stendeval would at least be able to tell him where he was going, another bottle rattled off the table, and Dowry had to snatch it up in mid-air again. 
 
    As he did, Viktor saw something white on the ground, a metre or so away from the man's foot. Then he thought he saw something red, and he looked down away from the roast. 
 
    A single human tooth lay in the dark places underneath the table in a small pool of blood almost hidden by the table leg. Some small pieces of bloodied flesh were still attached to it by the roots. 
 
    Viktor had been made to pull enough people's teeth out that he could recognise the plier marks on the side of it. By the looks of things, it had not been a single neat pull the way a surgeon would aim for on a patient that had been knocked unconscious with a merciful strike to the head. 
 
    By the chipping and cracking towards the centre, it looked more like it had taken several concerted pulls with only a bare amount of purchase. And the amount of flesh attached to the enamel made it clear the puller hadn't exactly been concerned with how much flesh they took with them. 
 
    Exactly as he had experienced when Drought had made him pull teeth out while the prisoner fought and struggled against him the entire time. 
 
    Viktor's eyes went wide, and he instinctively looked back to Dowry, who gave him a decidedly mean look. 
 
    'You have wandering eyes. His Lordship hates those.' Dowry gestured to him with a butcher's knife, leaning down to pick the tooth up and slip it into his pocket. 'See that you keep them looking down at your work. Ours is not to question, only do as we're told.' 
 
    'Yes, sir,' Viktor ground out. 
 
    'Ain't no "sir", boy.' Dowry glowered, somehow even angrier now. His face twitched with something and Viktor watched his fingers tighten around the knife. 'Ain't no knight. Just "Boss" will do for now. Don't forget it.' 
 
    'Yes, Boss.' Viktor lowered his eyes, giving the roast a meaningful pull so that Stendeval knew not to press the man. 
 
    The templar had been watching the exchange with what his body language indicated was a growing willingness to drop the fucking food and stab someone, but now wasn't the time for that. 
 
    That said, Viktor did make a mental note that Dowry's face was now on his "exterminate" list. 
 
    He got the sense this manor had creepier things waiting in it than merely the sight of watching the rich drink and eat themselves silly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen: The Man of Mettle 
 
    'In the event that the manor presents itself as too full of corruption—magical or otherwise—to be salvageable, my orders from the Hierarch himself were to exterminate the place and then burn it. No survivors. We should use the flare,' Stendeval whispered harshly as they moved down the servant's corridor, both struggling under the weight of the fucking pig. 
 
    'I don't like it, but the tooth isn't conclusive of anything magical, and you would have already said something if your "meditation" had revealed anything more. Lauter wants the Erolos neutralised quietly and before any moves get made on the DeWinter house. I count more than seventy men-at-arms milling around. If we have to get stuck into a melee here, that's just swords that can't be used on Hulkreug.' 
 
    'Surely the Watch has enough men to cover both locations.' 
 
    'We do, in theory, but we're still almost blind here and going into two fortified estates in one night without knowing what's inside is highly inadvisable. And we can't do them one at a time because then word would almost undoubtably reach the other and they'd either run or set some shit off before we could stop them. 
 
    'Given what the witch did to Milletra and the fact that we still don't know conclusively if the surge was a coincidence or if it was actually strong enough to cause it, this isn't a situation we can afford to rush blindly into. 
 
    'There's a reason my orders gave preference to either extracting Erolo quietly, taking him hostage and forcing his men to a surrender, or, failing that, getting as much information as possible and then fucking off. The hired goons and the reinforcements in reserve are only there in case things go wrong.' 
 
    'I'd say this place is plenty wrong already. The corruption of the soul is visibly rampant, and I see a fresh kind of debauchery every time I turn my head.' 
 
    Stendeval gave a mean look at a nobleman that passed the mouth of one of the corridors with two masked women in various states of undress hanging on each of his arms. Given that they seemed to be heading to the guest rooms, Viktor wouldn't even need three guesses to know where they were going or what they were hoping to get up to. 
 
    'Don't forget that we only have licence to kill Erolo and his men-at-arms. Party guests weren't included in the list of people I'm allowed to take an axe to, and I'm most certainly not in the mood to kill any of his servants unless I have to. A purge is only supposed to be our last resort.' 
 
    Stendeval made a noise that had his displeasure made plain, but Viktor could see a little bit of light in his peripheral vision that told him they were heading back to the great hall, so the templar didn't have many options other than biting his tongue and going along with it. 
 
    A few more stray valets loaded with more platters of food and drink caught up to them as they passed through the precipice. Viktor momentarily thought they'd been overheard, only to feel his heartrate calm down a touch when one squeezed past him, pulling a wine bottle and some glasses off the tray. 
 
    'Cheers mates, see you got the heavy one. Poor luck,' one subvocalised apologetically. Viktor found himself appreciating that, overburdened as they were, most of them managed to at least stick a spare bottle or glass under their arms or expertly balance it on their existing load as they were passing them. 
 
    'Oh! The damned roast is finally here!' an older, flubby voice called over the din of the music. The fat nobleman that had been cutting lines of blue pixiedust glared daggers at him. 
 
    'Well? Bring it here? You know how the blue dust is for the appetite? Oh, what am I saying? Of course you wouldn't. I hope you don't expect me to get up and carve the thing myself,' the fat man said, as if having to do so would be the highest affront to his honour. 
 
    Ah, the simultaneously irritating and exciting sensation of knowing that another person had been added to the "exterminate" list. Though, maybe he should keep fatboy to the "fuck up but keep alive for torture" list instead. 
 
    It might be more amusing to leave him living so that Viktor could have someone nearby in the city to pound the fat out of whenever he found himself in a foul mood. 
 
    They struggled to carry the thing over and carefully hoist it onto the table without accidentally knocking anything over.  
 
    'Come on, come on. Bring it here. I've been waiting to taste this all bloody evening.' The nobleman stuck his hands out like a toddler gesturing to be fed.. 
 
    'Lord Bartleby,' the woman beside him sighed long-sufferingly as Stendeval and Viktor heaved the tray onto the unfairly expensive table.  
 
    'Do you recall my previous advice that behaving in a cunt-ish manner towards the servants is unbecoming of you and your station, and is extremely unattractive?' 
 
    The now-named Bartleby gave the woman a foul look. 'Easy for you to say, Lady Highdark. You ate before you came here.' 
 
    Viktor didn't believe for even a single moment that Lord Bartleby hadn't. Fat fuck could have at least moved some glassware aside for them. 
 
    'She's right, Calvin,' Lym Erolo spoke for the first time that evening that Viktor had seen, though he didn't look up through his wine. 'Please don't make a scene in my manor, especially given that I don't think I'll have it for much longer.' 
 
    Hmm. Maybe Erolo wasn't that bad after all. 
 
    No sooner had the thought crossed Viktor's mind than someone gasped in fright and the sound of breaking glass fluttered through the room like the death toll of a condemned man's last bell. 
 
    'Stupid girl!' Lord Bartleby howled, roaring to his feet and pointing a ringed finger at a timid-looking serving girl as a pool of crimson liquid grew at her feet. 'I supplied the wine for this evening and now you've gone and ruined it! That Red Grenache was worth more than I'd get if I sold four entire generations of your entire family to the guilds of living bodies!' 
 
    'I-I'm sorry, my lord!' the girl squeaked, hastily trying to pick up shards of glass with her fingers, giving herself more than a few bloody cuts along her fingers and palms in the process. 'It was an accident!' 
 
    'Do I look like I care?' Bartleby demanded. 
 
    'Bartleby, that's eno—' Lady Highdark began. 
 
    'No.' Lym silenced her with a hand. 'His tone could be more polite to his host'—Lym gave Bartleby another foul look—'but in this house, servants that drop things get beaten.' Lym snapped his fingers at the nearest man-at-arms in irritation. 'You, guard. Take her outside. Seven lashes.' 
 
    Well, never mind. The man was a complete cunt. Never mind that—even though it was only out of the corner of his eye—Viktor suspected that he had seen another drunk noblewoman knock the bottle over as she entered into the midst of a blue dust high. 
 
    Viktor at least made note of the fact that apparently Lady Highdark wasn't as bad as the rest. He might let her get away with only some shallow scars. 
 
    Stendeval's hand went to his side like a viper, and Viktor had to angrily hold it in place to stop him from drawing the hidden knife out of his pocket. The templar emitted another low growl. Viktor had to admit, he respected that Stendeval's first response had been to knife Lym in the face. 
 
    The man-at-arms saluted and grabbed the girl by the arm. 
 
    'My lord, please. I'll pay for the bottle—' 
 
    'Another three lashes for speaking without being spoken too, and then another five for begging, Joshua,' Lym said boredly. 
 
    'It's...erm, Joseph, my lord,' the man-at-arms said carefully. 
 
    The dark look Lym gave him shut him up quickly and had him turning his head aside. 
 
    'And when you're done, be sure to see your sergeant for three lashes of your own, guard.' 
 
    '...Yes, my lord,' Joseph said with resignation, as if this wasn't the first time he had been told to do so. 
 
    Stendeval made to move, but Viktor stopped him with a hand and disguised the motion as him brushing some dust from his shoulder. 
 
    He grabbed a bottle of wine and uncorked it, doing his best to ignore the girl's screams as the man-at-arms dragged her towards a doorway that led outside to the garden. 
 
    Stendeval's hand was shaking in anger as he pulled the bottle open, liking for all the world as though he wanted to do it with his teeth. 
 
    'Slowly, you fool,' Lord Bartleby admonished, turning to Viktor. 'You can't just open it up as if it were a keg of damned beer. You have to do it slowly. It's not something I'd expect you to have any personal experience in, but by the Stone God, you should at least be able to—' 
 
    The usage of the Stone God's name in vain was, in a darkly humorous way, the final straw holding up Stendeval's temper and caused it to collapse. 
 
    He screamed. Not in fear, not in mere human anger, not even like a wild beast in the throes of rampage. 
 
    Stendeval screamed with pure, spiritual, philosophical furore. He screamed the way a man screamed when he had seen everything wrong with the world laid out on a platter in front of him and slammed the bottle into the back of Bartleby's head so hard that it shattered into a thousand pieces. Viktor was treated to the highly cathartic sight of a fair chunk of skin from the man's skull flying past Lym's head. 
 
    Stendeval wasn't done, of course. He proceeded to straddle the man on the ground, pick up a handful of shards and muffle his screams by jamming them down his throat, wailing away at him with his fists, landing swift, vicious blows against the soft sides of his skull. 
 
    Viktor heard something crack, and obviously Bartleby's screams of terror and agony drew all the attention in the room to them. 
 
    Lym was on his feet and had his sword drawn from where it had been at his side. Lady Highdark was screaming in dread and scrambling backwards. Through the windows that led outside, Viktor could see the man-at-arms gaping at them and barely holding onto the servant girl; he could also see a shadow move through a line of hedges in the gardens. No doubt that was End deciding to cut her losses and run. Hopefully she at least had the decency to set the glintstone off before she did. 
 
    Viktor sighed, realised he had an open bottle of alcohol in his hands and decided that, teetotaller or not, now was a good time to pick the habit up. He took Bartleby's advice and slowly poured himself a small amount of Red Grenache, letting it pool in the bottom of the glass. 
 
    He swirled it around a little and leaned on Bartleby's now-empty chair, pulling his fake face off and tiredly throwing it into the face of another noblewoman, ignoring her screams of hysteria as she tried to pull it off. 
 
    Viktor let his eyes wander over the assembled crowd of nobles and men who fought for the gold of nobles. Almost all were wide-eyed and staring at the scene unfolding before them, the men-at-arms too shocked to even raise their weapons. 
 
    'Oh, well now you've gone and bloody done it. You know, Stendeval, I was actually going to finish pouring the wine and then sneak away from the banquet to go kill that man-at-arms myself. You know, in the garden? Before he could lay a hand on her with a whip? Where it would be dark, and he would be isolated and thus significantly easier to kill? You know, quietly?' 
 
    Stendeval was silent for several long moments, still shaking like an animal. Then he stood, pulling his own fake face off and wiping a good amount of Bartleby's blood all over his helmet. 
 
    'My...apologies, executioner,' he sighed, shivering. 'But I felt like that was direly necessary. Please...forgive my lack of tact.' 
 
    Viktor grumbled irately, carelessly flicking his eyes to Lym Erolo, who was predictably shaking like an irate leaf and Stimlyf, who was backing away with a panicked look on his face. 
 
    Smart boy. 
 
    'You do realise we'll have to either kill or tie them all up now? Can't have word of this getting out.' 
 
    'Again, my sincerest regrets. I know you went into a lot of trouble to make this go relatively smoothly.' 
 
    Viktor sighed. 
 
    'Well, no use crying over spilt milk.' 
 
    He took a sip of the wine and then immediately spat it out all over the unfortunate noblewoman to his left. 
 
    'Fuck's sake. I know people only drink to get drunk and that an alcohol that tastes good is a luxury, but this just tastes like shit. And this stuff is expensive? Stendeval, you're a monk first and a warrior second. I know you bastards brew in the monasteries where you get trained. Just...explain this to me.' 
 
    'I can confirm that good wine is an acquired taste,' Stendeval sighed, pulling his knives out. 
 
    'But if it's an acquired taste, the fuck is the point of acquiring it? If the objective of drinking is to get shitfaced, then why waste, you know, like Bartleby said, three generations of somebody's bloodline worth of coin on making it expensive if you could just get shitfaced on cheap shit?' 
 
    'I believe he said four generations, actually. All I can say is that if you're going to go through the effort of getting drunk, some acquired tastes are more pleasant than others. It must all just taste like horrible swill to you, but that's because you haven't acquired the taste.' 
 
    'I hate this fucking city so much. I truly do.' 
 
    'If nothing else, I really must commend you on the fact that you don't drink. It's not a virtue a lot of people around here can claim.' 
 
    'Executioner!' Lym found his voice, bellowing across the hall. 'How dare you enter this house and—' 
 
    Decidedly bored with the universe and not wanting to listen to any dramatic speeches, Viktor drew the blade he'd originally taken off Stimlyf during the execution and hurled it into Lym's chest. 
 
    Lym blinked stupidly at him for a moment, then choked once and clutched at the knife, gargling and clawing at the bleeding wound. 
 
    'Rather don't do that, Lym.' Viktor drew the seax out of his boot. 'If you pull the knife out, you'll just bleed to death faster. We can't have that. I have questions I need to ask you.' 
 
    'Guards!' someone called. 'Guardsmen, get the hell in here! We need hel—!' 
 
    At that, the front doors burst open in a sharp and loud explosion of white smoke—End's blue dust bomb—that sent shrapnel and bits of wood flying all over the hall, including into one unfortunate noblewoman's eye. 
 
    A massive shout like thunder went up, and twenty Blackclads dressed in darkened mail and carrying heavy claymores poured through the breach and slammed into the men-at-arms milling around the hall. 
 
    Shouting and sounds of combat audible from outside told him that a similar story was playing out on the manor grounds. 
 
    'Viktor, mon ami!' Mosaic—covered head to toe in black plate armour—laughed in his heavy Theronlian accent. He charged a dark-barded warhorse through the sudden carnage directly into the hall, ploughing into another group of men-at-arms and prompting the beast to leap onto the table. He issued a heavy swing of his claymore that took three men's heads off at once. 
 
    'You took so long for the signal! We were beginning to think you were dead. Glad to see this is not the case!' 
 
    'Yeah, nice to see you too, frogface,' Viktor grumbled, already feeling the incoming headache.  
 
    'Do me a favour and take your boys and kill anybody that puts up a fight. But if they try to surrender, then let them. We didn't come here for a bloodbath. And make sure you don't hurt any servants! Most especially have someone grab that valet girl over there and get her somewhere safe.'  
 
    Viktor pointed to where the serving girl was cowering on the floor. 
 
    'Oui monsieur!' Mosaic nodded his assent and then turned his horse to run down another group of men-at-arms as they piled in through the garden-side doors, shouting orders to his men as he went. 
 
    'Gabriel, go deal with those spearmen on the far side of the hedge! Nilter, get your crossbow to higher ground, up that tree or on the roof if you have to! Mateo, set those shrubs on fire, they look stupid!' 
 
    'He's certainly...enthusiastic,' Stendeval noted, staring at the fire that had somehow started outside Lym's office.  
 
    'I paid for enthusiasm. Well, Nikolas supplied the coin and then I gave it to Cecil and she was the one to actually hire hi—Never mind, I'll be here all evening if I have to explain it. And Lym is getting away in the chaos.' 
 
    Viktor pointed to the trail of blood leading up one of the staircases and down another corridor to Stone God knew where. 
 
    'We'll have to chase that fool down if we want to bring him in for questioning. Maybe go fetch our swords from his office.' 
 
    'Well enough,' Stendeval nodded. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nineteen: The Man of Magic 
 
    'I see that the two of you managed to blow your cover as I said would happen if we stayed here. You're lucky I could see what was happening from outside through the windows,' End said smugly as she fell in behind them, seemingly appearing out of a shadow in the creepily dark corridor. 
 
    'Yeah, yeah. Look at you working for your money, Cecil. You realise that if there's any witchcraft to be found in this manor, it'll be running that way?' Viktor gestured down the mouth of the corridor with the lamp he'd taken off one of the walls. 
 
    'All I can say is that I suspect that if you died, I wouldn't get paid as much. I expect to find a bonus in my next dead drop.' 
 
    'Fair,' Viktor commented. 'As is, this whole thing has gone to shit. The men Nikolas had watching will have signalled across the city with the flags. He'll be sending men into the DeWinter manor now. Leading them himself, probably.' 
 
    'And the watchmen waiting outside in plainclothes?' 
 
    'They'll have seen the fire, but they were told explicitly not to come in without seeing the flare. If the fighting goes on for too long, it'll be up to the officer in charge of them to assess what things look like and either get stuck in as well or peel off and shore up the men going into the DeWinter manor. Mosaic only has twenty-five or so men of his own. He'll put up a good scrap for us, but don't rely on them doing all the work for it.' 
 
    'This has turned into a fine mess,' End muttered. 
 
    'The good news is that between the copious amounts of blue pixiedust being used recreationally, the word of a templar that is completely convinced there's a witch here, and the illegal secret tunnel, I doubt we'll get into too much shit for all the dead people and fires tonight. Though, that said, Stendeval, you could have kept the murder boner in your trousers just a little longer.' 
 
    'I apologise. Again. It was either that or let that serving girl be beaten. You weren't exactly in a position to communicate your intentions to prevent that without blowing our cover anyway.' 
 
    The Father had a point there, Viktor supposed. 
 
    'Just to clarify one last point, you did make sure to tell the Hierarch of your suspicions before you came here, didn't you? Just in case you get a voodoo doll to the face and I'm left holding the metaphorical stolen maceral without any corroboration.' 
 
    'Of course. I would not risk an "accident" occurring and killing the information alongside me. We're trained against such things.' 
 
    'Good. How's the witch sense?' 
 
    'You weren't wrong when you said it was further this way.' 
 
    'I was really hoping you wouldn't say that,' End said. 'What can we expect?' 
 
    'The powers of the Other are as varied as they are disgusting. Don't trust your eyes or your ears; they'll deceive you. Trust only what you know.' 
 
    'Vague and unhelpful.' 
 
    'Also, when in doubt, kill everything in sight, cut it into pieces. Then burn them and scatter the ashes to the four winds while screaming holy exhortations.' 
 
    'Mildly more helpful.' End fiddled with the mace she'd taken off a dead man-at-arms, if the blood was any indication. 
 
    Viktor let a final breath of nervous air out and turned to stare down the corridor. Sure enough, it was unnaturally dark. The light didn't reach nearly as far as he would have liked it to. He frankly felt the same way he did as when he was in one of the deeper levels of the dungeon. 
 
    His and Stendeval's footsteps were as loud as the grave in such a quiet place. Only End was relatively silent, and he had to keep turning around to check that she was in fact still there, not having been snatched up by some unseen hand. 
 
    Their breathing was far too loud for comfort. He felt a chill run up his spine. 
 
    He made to trail a hand down the red and green diamonds painted onto the wall, then remembered something. 
 
    Do not touch the red, and don't let the green get away. 
 
    The words filtered back into his mind the way half-remembered dream-speak did, and he pulled his hand back as if it had been stabbed. 
 
    No, he was being superstitious. There was no way the wallpaper was haunted. 
 
    He thought about forcing himself to touch it, just to do away with the creeping sensation, then decided safe was better than sorry. 
 
    Fucking old ghost stories. 
 
    Gradually, he realised that the hallway was no longer silent, or perhaps hadn't been as silent as he'd first expected. It drew in, then out. A low, humming, noise that carried on its tip the suggestion of cold and the almost pleasant smell of sea salt on a day with nothing worrisome in it. Just cool enough against the sun and the sand, and carrying on it the freshness of the water that hadn't been touched by the fishing boats closer to the cities. 
 
    He was out of his stuffy clothes that covered too much and didn't keep him warm enough in the damn cold anyway. Something pleasant was cooking behind him, and he felt a pair of perfectly cold arms—like ice melting against the sun's rays—gently wrap themselves around the back of his neck. 
 
    'Viktor,' a voice inside himself he hadn't realised was there said pleasantly, and he shivered with the cold breath. 
 
    Then the smell of salt left and the corridor turned hot in the way the collar of a man that had been running for half a day did. Viktor felt the most unbearable, sweltering heat flush over his pores as he was finally able to place the sound. 
 
    Breathing. Long, disgusting, rancid breaths. The breaths of a drunkard sick with the stench of the poison he'd been drinking his entire life. The breath of a leper that had been taken by the rot, screaming for help from where he was pinned to the ground by a bloodied tree branch. Syphilis, plague, alcohol, tobacco, woodsmoke, the stench of sickness and the stench of unworkable, ineffective cures. Fire. Fire. Fire. 
 
    A hundred and two disgusting sensations and smells blended into one another as the entire corridor took a long, shuddering breath. Viktor felt his tongue retract to the back of his throat as the urge to vomit became all-encompassing. 
 
    'Does anyone else smell that?' he asked carefully. 
 
    'I was really hoping I'd been the only one,' End said quietly. 
 
    'Movement, up ahead,' Stendeval said. 
 
    End and Viktor shared a glance, then silently swapped weapons. He took the mace in his hand, feeling its weight and giving it an experimental swing that left some blood splattered along the floor. The sight of it made him gag and retch inside his own throat a little, and he had to lift the bottom part of his hood up to spit it out. 
 
    Some of the vomit landed on the wall he had been near to touching and began to...sizzle. 
 
    'Fucking Stone God. Fucking Adelstrad. Fucking DeWinter. Fucking Erolo. All right.' Viktor sighed and took the deepest breath he could without vomiting again. 
 
    'All right. Bring it on,' he said, issuing a ready stance. 
 
    At that moment, he felt the hallway shudder again, groaning and grinding and bending at the floor like it was made of something a lot softer than wood. The sound of a dozen rough footfalls filled his ears as the walls slowly started to drip with blood. 
 
    Then the screaming started.  
 
    'For Lord Erolo, kill all of them!' 
 
    No sooner had the words left the screamer's mouth than the darkness in the corridor broke and the silence opened wide to reveal a small squad of Erolo men-at-arms stampeding towards them, all frothing at the mouth, their eyes red and bloodshot with something unnatural. 
 
    The first two slammed into them. Viktor was so surprised by the speed of their sprint in the last few metres that he almost forgot to swing his mace. 
 
    The man-at-arms in front of him with the sergeant's plume ducked neatly under the swing and would have buried his blade in Viktor's stomach if Stendeval hadn't neatly parried the man's blade away and then sliced his neck open with the dagger in his other hand. 
 
    Dark blood sprayed all over Viktor, splashing against the walls, a fair amount being carried by the man's pumping heart onto the ceiling. 
 
    'Careful, executioner! Something has been done to them!' Stendeval called as he moved into another man-at-arms like a whirlwind. He flowed over the wounded man he'd already slashed with practiced dispassion, striking out with both of his blades simultaneously, parrying two men's attacks away with ease. He brought them both up again and slammed them past a fourth man's guard, feinting with the dagger at the last moment and taking an eye out. 
 
    Viktor looked down at the wounded man-at-arms as he gasped and choked and held a shivering hand against his neck trying to staunch the bleeding. A horrible wet chuckle emanated from his throat, his eyes wide like an animal's. 
 
    Black blood poured out, and Viktor was struck by the most violently disgusting stench he'd ever encountered. The man shivered and looked up at him with a broken smile, bringing his blade up, again surprising Viktor with his speed. 
 
    Viktor left his surprise quickly and backed away, letting the sword make impact with his mace instead, almost losing his grip on it for the strength of the man's strike. 
 
    Taking a step forward and taking a low swing with the mace, Viktor leaned into the blow and aimed for the soft pterion section of the skull. 
 
    He must have put even more effort than he'd thought into it, or just been strong with fear, because the man's skull came apart like it was made of thin wood. Disgusting bits of brain, bone, and hair lodged themselves in the flanges of his mace. 
 
    Viktor pulled the weapon back. Some skin must have caught on it because the sergeant's face stripped off his skull with a disgusting tearing sound somewhere between the creak of good leather and the sound of bedsheet linen being ripped with bare hands. 
 
    'Well now, Viktor,' a voice said disapprovingly. 
 
    He looked around, then down, finding himself staring at just about the last thing he'd expected to see today. 
 
    The dead sergeant's face continued speaking to him. 'You've certainly made a fine mess of things. I do hope you're planning to pay to get the blood off the walls.' 
 
    'What the fuck are you?' he breathed. 
 
    'The future, mostly. But let's not talk about me. Let's talk about you.' 
 
    A wall of Erolo men turned the corridor and made to sweep over them like a wave. He swore and made to raise the mace to bludgeon the next cursed man to death, but the face made an irritated expression and, just like that, the world snapped away from itself. 
 
    Viktor blinked under his mask, going a little cross-eyed watching the claymore that had been flying towards him go still, like it had gotten caught in the air along with the man holding it. 
 
    And the men behind him. And Stendeval, frozen in place with one leg kicked halfway into another man's torso, his sword and dagger buried in another's eyes. 
 
    Viktor himself could move, but it was like manoeuvring through molasses. Everything below his neck was an affair in impatience. The only thing he could move normally was his head, and even then the skin on his face had erupted in the most profuse itching sensation. 
 
    'Ouch. Suppose that must hurt.' The face glanced boredly at the man with the blades through his eyes. 'But anyway, now that we have some time to ourselves...' The face stuck on the end of Viktor's stolen mace gave him a look. 'My big question here is...well, why.' 
 
    'Why what, random talking corpse head?' 
 
    'You can just call me Dave.' 
 
    'Your name's not actually Dave though, is it?' he snarked. 'Dave isn't exactly the kind of name demons use when possessing human bodies.' 
 
    'Mmm, all right. You got me there. My real name is something that is both unpronounceable with only a mere human tongue and would drive you insane were you to hear it.' 
 
    'And also probably give me the ability to banish you if I could say it out loud, you chicken shit...' 
 
    'See. That right there?' The face pointed at him with his chin a little bit, jutting it out. 'Your average bumfuck peasant doesn't know that. And yet here I see an executioner, a man that by all accounts should really only be good for killing, who knows that names have power. It's interesting. Why don't you explain that to me?' 
 
    'I read books, dickhead.' 
 
    'Oh, he reads books.' It rolled its eyes. 'Again, you're literate. Uncommon in Adelstrad. Even your friend over there is an odd one out.' It waggled its eyes at End. 'Most thieves in this town don't really cop much more than your basic chicken scratchings and burglar marks. Pray tell exactly where you read about that sort of thing. Does dear Stendeval know?' 
 
    'Like hell I'm answering personal questions just to satisfy your curiosity.' 
 
    'Bloke. Bloke, bloke, bloke, bloke,' the face said soothingly. 'You're sitting here in the middle of frozen time speaking to a being of what I can tell you up front is pretty immense power. All I want to do is play a game of twenty questions. I might even let you go first.' 
 
    'Not interested.' 
 
    'Yeah, but also not as if you can stop me, big guy. The second I kill this time freeze, that sword's going to come down on your head.' 
 
    The thing was right. The man with the claymore had been even faster than the men before him, and Viktor's mace wasn't far up enough that he could block the sword before it cleaved his head in two. 
 
    But he could move, just a tiny bit by a tiny bit, and he was already lining the mace up to block the man's sword. 
 
    He glanced down at the possessed face. 
 
    Clever little thing. It didn't even need to threaten that it would kill the spell and thus kill Viktor if he didn't play along, the disgustingly smug look on its mouth said it all. He would have to humour it. 
 
    'Fine. What do you want?' 
 
    'Pff. Boring question. I want to be entertained, Viktor.' 
 
    'Stupid answer,' he shot back. 
 
    'Is it?' the face yawned. 'I've been stuck in an iron box for the last...erm, I wanna say five hundred years, give or take? You got any idea how fucking boring the inside of an iron box is after the second decade mark, Viktor? I can only compose so many inappropriate nursery rhymes to keep myself sane.' 
 
    'For a given definition of the word.' Viktor's eyes flicked to the mace. It had moved exactly five centimetres, even for all the flex he was putting into it. 
 
    'Hmph,' Dave the Face snorted. 'Funny man. I like funny men. I feel like I have a lot in common with them. If only you were the one to find me at the bottom of that well instead of that Erolo man.' 
 
    'What well?'  
 
    'In the far outskirts of what you humans call Adelstrad Province. A ruined village whose name even I can't remember anymore. I was bound to a totem by the Nordlings long before they were called Nordlings, and then promptly lost when the warband I was travelling with was wiped out by the Theronlians before they called themselves Theronlians. Then that stuffy old nobleman stumbles onto me by pure chance and brings me back here to this fun city.' 
 
    'Lym Erolo.' 
 
    'That's the one. Stupid name. "Erolo." Sounds like he had an ancestor that was fat and fell down hills a lot. Him and I struck an accord. He supplies me with amusement, I pass on some of what I know for this little war he's planning to wage.' 
 
    'Look, Dave, I get that you don't exactly seem too invested in the goings on of us mere mortals, but I need you to tell me how to stop these soldiers. And what you did to them in the first place.' 
 
    'Standard concoction of red pixiedust and blue pixiedust,' Dave said. 'Both get you high as a frog, just differently. If you mix 'em together in the right ratio and then add in a few spare odds and sods, you get the combustion and lighter-than-air effects of the red stuff and the detonation of the blue stuff. The reason they're so fast right now is because their muscles are exploding a little bit with electricity every time they move and because they're barely heavy enough to stay on the floor.' 
 
    'They don't hit like men that weigh almost nothing.' Viktor tightened his fingers around the mace, gritting his teeth to move it the last ten centimetres. 
 
    'Huh. Astute observation. No, they technically weigh the same as they did before; the, er, pull...of the world just doesn't affect them the same.' 
 
    'That's bullshit cheating.' 
 
    'It is, isn't? Erolo isn't exactly much for fair play. Good news for you is that I neglected to tell him that the dosage he's working on is lethal. All his men are gonna wind up dead as soon as they come down from their high. And, you know, honestly...I've gotten bored of cutting up his servants to see how they work and warping the upper parts of his mansion into cascading halls of madness. The man's no fun.' 
 
    'Here it fucking comes...' 
 
    'What?' Dave said defensively. 'Listen, evil demonic spirit from the Otherside is gonna do evil, demonic shit. That's just basic nomenclature. But I've been watching your lot ever since you arrived outside the manor. You seem like you might be a lot more fun.' 
 
    'Hence why you didn't mention our presence to Lym...' 
 
    'Yup. So listen, you seem like the kind of bloke that knows what he wants. I respect that in a man. What's say you cut Lym's head off, and I maybe show you how to raise the dead and shoot fireballs and shit.' 
 
    Tempting. It might've just been some more magical fuckery, but the idea was genuinely tempting. 
 
    'You'd have an easier time tempting me to evil if you hadn't just literally gotten done telling me about how casually you betrayed your previous boss.' 
 
    '"Boss" is a very strong word. More like idle plaything. This whole family is messed up. "Oh, look at me, I'm Lym. I have psychological hang-ups over the fact that my wife died fucking a horse and ruined my reputation in this city forever, wah." Boring.' Dave blew a raspberry. 
 
    'Idiot never even had the foresight to get a pact in writing. Of course I was gonna fuck him over a little. How many merchants do you know who would scam you for all you were worth if you didn't keep track of what they owed you, eh?' 
 
    'You're an awfully talkative little goblin man, aren't you?' 
 
    'I can be whatever you want me to be, big man.' Dave smirked. 
 
    A piece of paper burnt its way into existence alongside an accompanying quill. 
 
    'See. It's simple. I know from watching you that you're not stupid enough to sell me your soul, so I won't even try that angle. All I want is for you to let me out of the fucking box I'm stuck in. It's hidden in Lym's office. Do that and, ah, I'll let you name a price.' 
 
    'Ascension to godhood over life, the universe, and everything, in a manner that is completely in my control and completely satisfactory to me in every possible way with nothing that could even remotely be considered a caveat, problem, or unforeseen consequence occurring as a result of our deal, as well as your complete and total slavish loyalty to me across all time and space and in every possible respect forever. And the right to go back on the deal as if we had never made it with no penalty at all if I go ahead with it and still don't like the outcome.' 
 
    Viktor gave Dave a dry look from under his mask. 
 
    Dave blinked at him owlishly, then slowly flinched. 
 
     'Ah, okay, you know, wow. Fuck, big guy. Wow. You a lawyer in a previous life or something?' 
 
    'Or something.' 
 
    'Okay, so listen, I love the energy, and it's good that you're covering the fine print there, but I can't exactly just ascend you to godhood like it's something I do routinely on a Tuesday afternoon, Viktor...' 
 
    'Then what fucking good are you to me?!' Viktor howled, the surprise yell loosening Dave's concentration. Viktor took advantage and hurled the mace the last of the distance as the spell broke. 
 
    He knocked the sword aside, then caved the now-unarmed guard's head in. 
 
    He didn't stop there, backhanding another into a wall with a furious roar and hitting him smack in the crotch with the head of the weapon, wrenching it free with a disgusting meaty smack just in time to collapse another man's head off his shoulders and break another's arm in a half dozen places. 
 
    If Stendeval had moved like a whirlwind, Viktor moved like a storm, given impetus by outrage and wrath. He ducked under the blow of a sword and tilted so that a spear slid off the angle of his armour, then grabbed one man by his neck and pulled him aside so that he couldn't get in the way as Viktor bludgeoned his friend into a pile. 
 
    'You motherfucker!' Dave howled. 
 
    The face screeched in a pitch that hurt Viktor's head down to the bone, and some unseen force threw Dave at his head. 
 
    Viktor crunched the last man into the wall and tried to slap Dave away, but found the same invisible hands tearing the mace out of his grip hard enough to slightly burn his hand.  
 
    He wouldn't hesitate for even a moment to admit that he screamed like a bitch as his weapon left him. He instinctually dove into a pouch in his vest and retrieved a phial of amber liquid as Dave impacted against his hood. 
 
    The face's screaming was the only thing he could hear. It was everywhere. The walls were melting. So hot, so fucking hot. Erolo soldiers were everywhere, including the ceiling. The fire was everywhere. The hideous breathing was everywhere. 
 
     He tried in vain to pull Dave off his hood and dug in his vest pockets for a match. The face bit down through the fabric and into his cheek with impossibly sharp teeth. 
 
    In a decision completely based on terror and completely logically sussed out in the hundredth of a second he'd had to think about it, he pulled out a phial of lantern fluid and smashed the bottle against the ground at his feet, grabbing his seax with his other hand and sparking it against one of the fallen men's armour. 
 
    Fire came immediately, and Viktor screamed as he thrust his head, and Dave by extension, into the largest pool of burning oil he could feel out. 
 
    Almost surprisingly, Dave was actually hurt by the flame. It screeched and bled from its eye sockets and thrashed around in a fury as the flames took to it and licked at its skin. It shrivelled up into a thin, suckering sheet of flesh. 
 
    'This isn't the end of this, Viktor. I will have what I came here for!' the thing shouted as it peeled off his hood. It made a last effort to cling to the top of Viktor's boot, only for him to flip it off and stomp on it over and over and over again until it stopped moving. 
 
    And then Viktor realised, as the flames spat from the impact point on the floor and covered his trousers that while he had been speaking to the face, he had been feeling the exact sensation as in the Grimmel Bank. Another fucking bewitching of the mind, this one much, much stronger. 
 
    'Viktor!' End shouted, halfway between shock and fury. She battled to keep a halberdier away from her, ducking under strikes from his weapon, seeming more afraid of the man's deranged cackling than the tip of his blade. 
 
    He barely even registered her. With the flame had come the release of whatever force that had a hold on him, and with release came clarity. His legs were completely ablaze and so was most of his torso and the parts of the sleeves he'd accidentally caught in the fire. Viktor moved the way only a man on fire could, and the insane bending corridor was forced to right itself under his heavy steps. 
 
    He bodychecked the halberdier, slamming him against the wall with his shoulder and hauling his weapon out of his hands. 
 
    The man didn't stop laughing as the flames leapt from Viktor's clothes to the leather and cloth he was wearing under his armour. 
 
    Viktor didn't hesitate this time, repeatedly slamming the halberd into his neck and then opening his belly, reaching the weapon under his ribcage, and mincing his heart. 
 
    Viktor finally felt the fire as he was caving this one's skull in, and yet feeling the fire and feeling the pain were two different things. Whatever had been happening around him and to him flinched at the sensation of such a reaction. 
 
    Viktor looked forward, feeling a sensation not unlike one's ears popping with a change in atmosphere. He took in the half dozen dead men-at-arms on the floor and the suspiciously Stendeval-shaped hole that had been cleaved into what had at one point been their tight formation. 
 
    End pulled a man's cloak off and covered the executioner with it, smothering the flames that he dismissively noted had scorched parts of his trousers so badly that they had stuck to his legs. A few of his fingers had been burnt red. 
 
    Pain came next, now that he had nothing to kill or run away from. He suppressed a scream in his throat, falling to his own knees and scratching the burnt bits of leather off of himself. He dug around for a tiny phial of salvestone he'd clandestinely taken off a contraband shipment the year before. 
 
    Saving it for a rainy day instead of pawning it had been a good idea, he mused as he poured tiny droplets into the worst parts of his burnt flesh. The sizzling ceased and his injuries began to knit themselves back together. 
 
    'Viktor, why did you set yourself on fucking fire?' End howled, backing away from him until she was against a wall, pointing at him with her knife. 
 
    He turned back to her, hiding a chuckle underneath the iron filter mask he hadn't told anyone he was wearing under his hood. 
 
    Luckily Ordo always kept a spare, and she'd been willing to let him borrow it. He inhaled deeply, letting the air—somehow sweeter for having been cleansed by the flame—fill his lungs. 
 
    'Had to get that fucking thing off me, and hitting it wasn't doing the job. You know how the Church likes to burn witches at the stake? There's a reason for that. They just can't shrug fire off the way they can swords for whatever reason. 
 
    'Besides, I treated my leather with burnproofing not more than a few months after I got stuck under this hood. Book of Three suggested it. In case anyone ever tried to throw lantern oil on me during a riot. It's not perfect, but being a little fireproof is better than not being at all fireproof.' 
 
    Even as he said that, the heat started to get a bit too much, and he could feel that he had already charred a scary amount under his layers. He opened another pouch with a small box of ground ice troll teeth and sprinkled the tiniest bit on himself. 
 
    He shivered as the cold came over him. It did nothing to stop the pain in the areas he dared not waste salvestone on, but it would stop the wounds from getting any worse than they were now. 
 
    Still, Ordo would have fucking words for him when he saw her next. 
 
    End stared for a few more seconds, covered in black blood and panting heavily, having clearly been fighting for her life during the minutes Viktor had been fighting for his. She looked down at the bodies of the Erolo men-at-arms she'd killed when he hadn't been looking, and visibly drew back control of herself. 
 
    'You're paying me triple for this.' 
 
    * * * 
 
    They followed the black footprints Stendeval had left as he was tearing his way through the tainted men like a demon. The footprints eventually left what Viktor had started to worry was an infinitely long corridor and ascended several side passages and circular staircases. 
 
    They came to a big set of double doors that had clearly been kicked open. 
 
    A man-at-arms was flung out of it by his collar as they neared, and the shouting coming from inside made it clear they'd found their quarry. 
 
    'Wait, don't move!' the man-at-arms said, holding out an arm that was missing its hand, dripping black blood everywhere. 'By order of His Lordship, no one is to enter the study without—!' 
 
    End reached the conclusion to her patience, pulled a small hand crossbow out, and shot the man in the neck, letting Viktor decapitate him as he walked past into the massive study. 
 
    The first thing that struck him was that it was a lot brighter than the surrounding corridors, at least enough that he could fucking see. The second thing that struck him was that the nice white tiling was covered in blood. 
 
    Black. And red. 
 
    'I see you two have finally caught up,' Stendeval said good naturedly from where he was pinning Lym Erolo up against a wall by his neck, a dagger buried in the man's thigh. 
 
    'No thanks to you,' End said testily. 'You shouldn't have gone ahead, idiot.' 
 
    'Forgive me, Cecil. I felt a familiar sensation as soon as the soldiers attacked and knew I had to get to that.' 
 
    Stendeval gestured to the long, curved desk that took up almost half of the entire room and was situated in front of the massive wall of window. 
 
    The desk was splattered with blood and a stray human leg lay on top. The comfy chair had been cut in half at some point and the wood had melted away from something that had boiled. 
 
    Viktor trailed the disgusting yellow ooze with his eyes. As he walked closer, he noted the view of the fourth-storey office included the dining hall where this whole mess had started. He could see the plurality of fires and dead bodies caused by Mosaic's men since the beginning of their incursion.  
 
    On the floor on the other side of the desk, hidden from view, was a small, black cauldron bubbling with the remnants of a disgusting green liquid that emitted blue smoke. It had been overturned, and the contents had spilled out, sizzling along the floor and slowly eating away at it. 
 
    Viktor sighed, staring at the dozens of human teeth that were still simmering inside alongside a mixture of herbs he couldn't guess at and several severed adult hands. 
 
    A little closer to the window, covered in green ooze, was a human skull that was small enough to be a child's. White to the bone. 
 
    'Stendeval, is that—?' 
 
    'Yes,' the templar hissed, 'it is.' 
 
    'It was already dead,' Lym protested. 'An abortion one of the maids had don—' 
 
    He choked on the inside of his own throat as Stendeval's grip on it intensified. 'And that makes it better?' he asked with quiet rage. 
 
    Lym shook his head, looking at Viktor desperately. 
 
    'Stendeval, let him go. I still need him for interrogation.' 
 
    'Viktor, he needs to die.' Stendeval turned back to him. 'He's too dangerous to be left alive.' 
 
    'No, let me correct you there.' Viktor picked up a spare sword and tested the weight out, then approached one of the walls and took the lit torch off of it. 
 
    This would do. 
 
    He put a hand on End's shoulder as he passed. She was staring at the skull with what was obviously abject disgust underneath her layers, hands balled so tightly into fists that her gloves were beginning to come a little undone. 
 
    'He's too dangerous to be left alive with his hands. I need his mouth to respond to questions back at the keep, and one of his men said something about a demon in an iron box before he died.' Viktor let the lie sit on a technicality, thinking it would be best not to mention that he himself had directly conversed with Dave. 
 
    If bad dreams ran the risk of getting you purged, then admitting to hearing voices coming from severed body parts would definitely do the trick. 
 
    Stendeval said all he needed to say with the sharp turn of his head in Viktor's direction, his eyes widening under his helmet. 
 
    'An iron box? Did he say anything else?' 
 
    'Only that Lym apparently somehow found it in some ruined village in the province, and something about it being ancient. Why? Do you know what he might have been referring to?' 
 
    Stendeval regarded Lym who had gone too quiet. The templar released his grip on the bigger man, letting him slide down the wall clutching his throat. 
 
    'No,' Stendeval lied obviously, tucking his hands into his sleeves in front of him in what was clearly an instinctual attempt to appear nonchalant. 'Put this man in chains if you must. I will speak to the Hierarch and request that my templars also be allowed to interrogate him at some point. On account that we would not have found him were it not for Nikolas's men and yourself, I don't mind allowing you the first opportunity to extract answers.' 
 
    Tch, when confronted with a question you don't want to answer, become noticeably more cordial and offer up something else to distract the one asking for information. 
 
    Good at finding lies, Stendeval. Not so good at telling them. 
 
    'That's fine. I'm really more of the opinion that Hulkreug is the man to be asking the questions of, and judging by that plume of distant smoke not too far in that direction'—Viktor pointed out the window with his thumb—'Captain Lauter should have either DeWinter or his corpse in possession by now.' 
 
    'Very good,' Stendeval demurred. 'Wait outside the office for now. I must take a look around for anything that might still pose an immediate risk. You've seen the effects of the trap that was laid in the passage for us.' 
 
    Viktor wouldn't so much call it a trap as it had been a blind suicide assault, and he was severely unhappy with the idea of letting Stendeval have the run of the office without supervision. 
 
    'I think I might stay for a bit.' He gave a meaningful shrug of his shoulders in End's direction. 
 
    'My concern is that you might find yourself tripping a trap somewhere or something. I know you can handle yourself, evidenced by the fact that you got here first, but let's not get reckless now. 
 
    'Cecil, I see that the fight on the grounds is mostly wrapped up. Mosaic's more than earned his coin and it looks like he's ordered his men to stick around and loot for all they're worth. You may as well stick around Lym's office and take while the taking's good.' 
 
    Keep nearby in case we develop cause to knife Stendeval in the face. End read the subtext for what it was and offered a curt nod of her head, moving over to a bookcase and sweeping some expensive-looking knickknacks into a bag. 
 
    Stendeval gave him a dry look that suggested he was biting the urge to tell them to save their looting for later, but knowing he couldn't do so without appearing to be a stickler on the matter. 
 
    Stendeval said nothing for a while, turning to stare at Lym who shook his head rapidly back and forth at the sight of the sword and the torch. 
 
    'Acceptable.' 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty: The Witch 
 
    A thoroughly bloodied Lym Erolo—audibly battling to breathe through a cracked nose and what were likely bruised lungs—was deposited roughly in his broken desk chair. Viktor pulled his belt off and secured him to it by what was left of the backrest, then got to work binding his broken legs and wrists to it using a piece of cloth torn off of one of the overly gaudy curtains. 
 
    'I don't tend to take pleasure in hurting people, Lym, but I have to admit that I do find this at least a little good for my soul in the sense of emotional catharsis, if not true sadism.' 
 
    'Enjoy it while you can.' Lym spat a tooth out. 'The ones I serve will make this city burn.' 
 
    'Maybe. Start by explaining that to me. What business does a nobleman of the upper crust have entering into sordid plots with morally questionable merchants from the Middle? Surely you have all you could ever want right here.' 
 
    'Do I?' Lym asked bitterly, head lowered. 'Lauter has no doubt told you of my family's declining fortune. I'll be the first to admit that I was always more at home on a battlefield than on top of an accounts ledger, and I refuse to die a pauper. Hulkreug has one thing in abundance other than his own ego, and that thing is coin.' 
 
    'Loyalty to your God-appointed feudal lord not cutting it, I suppose.' 
 
    'You're even more of an unintelligent brute than I initially thought if you think anyone in this city holds any loyalty to the Baron out of anything other than fear or self-interest, a pox on the old man's name.' 
 
    'Fair. But tell me... Completely avoidable money troubles aside, you have a warm house, nice food, and a son whose future you should be giving more ample consideration to. You never stopped to think that maybe, if you were to consider the risks versus the rewards, it was maybe better to focus on your family?' 
 
    'Stimlyf?' Lym spat some blood out. 'Hell with that. That boy takes too much after his traitorous mother. Every time I see his face, I want to drown it with my fist. A disappointment to me, he is, that he couldn't even kill you properly...' 
 
    'Charming.' Viktor pulled the seax out of his boot. 'So, you're in the relatively fortunate position that you only have broken bones, and even those are just to prevent you from throwing some magic bullshit at me. Answer my questions and I'll let that be the extent of the pain you go through and you can keep the skin on your face.' 
 
    'I'm already dead, executioner. Hulkreug only needed me for my knowledge of witchcraft. I'm only speaking to you now because I want to take that bastard down with me.' 
 
    'Then explain how DeWinter even knew you were a witch.' 
 
    'Hell if I know, honestly.' Lym shrugged. 'He just found out somehow. I recovered that box more than a decade ago when I was on a hunting trip. The entity inside of it made big promises and delivered on them as well, at least for a while.  
 
    'Murder the occasional servant and offer it their heart, and just like that, my businesses did well enough that we were mostly able to stay afloat regardless of my complete distaste for these fucking mercantile endeavours. And some of the more bothersome opponents in the city disappeared in "accidents".' 
 
    'The latter one was something you already had access to. I know all about the purge you undertook when Perci—' 
 
    'Don't say her name!' Lym shouted, rattling his chair with the force of his struggling. 'I paid half my worth to never hear that woman's name again, and I won't have you use it in my own house. Has it occurred to you that the Laughing Tomb is expensive and that even they have people they can't kill so easily.' 
 
    Viktor pulled the knife closer to his face, letting his posture speak for his anger. 'Lym, would you like to attempt raising your voice at me again, or will you be a good boy?' 
 
    Lym growled as Viktor made the shallowest possible cut in his cheek, but otherwise said and did nothing aggressive besides. 
 
    'You can't imagine the feeling when my first detractor died in the fire.' He turned his head to the side. 'Fool loosened his tongue about my wife's...indiscretions in public, and then he had to watch his own roast like a suckling pig. Over time, the demon taught me more. A little fire magic here, a little necromancy there. Life was tolerable for a time, and I was even beginning to slowly make my money back until I made one of the great mistakes of my life and took Stimlyf's suggestion of providing horses during the Graceland wars.  
 
    'And yet not three winters ago, the albino fool himself appears at my door and makes it clear he would either have my cooperation via coin or announce to the Baron what I had been up to in the cellars under my manor.' 
 
    'And where does your brother fit in?' 
 
    'The only family I had left that I still gave a fool for, at least before you murdered him. Tol was the one that introduced me to DeWinter in person. He had been working for him for a while at that point, so it came to light.' 
 
    'For coin, and for the sake of Hulkreug not mentioning he had none to speak of. Your family has done a better job of maintaining the appearances of wealth than respectability, at least.' 
 
    Lym fumed silently, not rising to the bait. He eyed the knife, then averted his gaze again. 
 
    'I might have suspected he'd somehow told Hulkreug about my studies, but there was no way he could know, and he would never betray me like that. Hulkreug just knew somehow.' Bile dripped down Lym's words, even as Viktor found himself paying more attention to Hulkreug's mention than that of Tol. 
 
    Viktor gave End a look from where she was watching from the corner, hastily scribbling Lym's words down for a confession on a piece of parchment. She offered only an awkward shrug. 
 
    Stendeval had long since ascended the spiral staircase to the office's mezzanine. He'd said he was looking for books and dangerous materials, but he was clearly looking for Dave. 
 
    'And Milletra? I assume you were the one that made the death necklace for her.' 
 
    'The smuggler? Disgusting woman. Hulkreug said only that he needed insurance in case she spoke. She was a joy to put a curseling in, truly she was,' Lym sneered. 
 
    Viktor worked his neck. So many pieces coming together, and yet he still felt like the puzzle was incomplete. 
 
    'Just explain exactly what Hulkreug's plan was. What was he hoping to gain? Install a merchant council instead of the Baron? Become the new Baron?' 
 
    'He never said. Man's too clever to out himself like that when he only has blackmail as the furthest staff by which he can measure my reliability. I will say that, from the very minimal amount of information I was given, he didn't seem too concerned about the city's existing power structures. More out for the burning than the taking.' 
 
    Troubling. Terribly troubling. 
 
    'And his daughter?' 
 
    'Never met her, never heard she was back in town from anyone on Hulkreug's side. Bartleby was the one that mentioned offhandedly that she had come back from the Graceland wars without a lord to serve. No idea what went on there.' 
 
    'Great, and he's fucking dead. Thanks, Stendeval!' Viktor made a rude gesture at the mezzanine. 
 
    He received no reply, and that only made him angrier. He gestured for End to put her notes down and go check on Stendeval. 
 
    She gave him an unsteady tilt of her head, but after a moment's hesitation went and did as he asked. 
 
    He left it unsaid that he was finding the priest rapidly going from intolerably uncooperative and uptight to stabbingly suspicious in his obvious attempts to both gain as much information from Viktor as possible and obfuscate anything he could get away with obfuscating, even to the detriment of the Watch's investigation. The Church was not here for local Adelstradian politics, he had known that much going in. 
 
    But Viktor wondered if the witch hunt was not itself a cover for an altogether different type of witch hunt. 
 
    'Co-conspirators. Name them.' He turned back to Lym, picking up End's notes and briefly perusing her surprisingly neat handwriting. 
 
    'You already know of myself and my brother. Rolt Soltkin was also in on it. Hulkreug had a little pocket of everyone from everywhere, but not in any quantities to brag about. Milletra was his only real contact in the Lowers, and even then, I only know that because I performed some scrying on Olga DeWinter once I had been informed she was back here.' 
 
    'What did that entail?' 
 
    'The processes are complex, and difficult, but I'll summarise that it involved a mirror being dipped in a light sheen of human blood for seven days and seven nights, then left to burn for three hours and thirty-three minutes in a furnace that had been exposed to the moonlight.' 
 
    'That sounds needlessly fucking complex.' 
 
    'Witchcraft is, as I've come to learn. All sorts of bizarre items can be needed for the spells. Rare herbs and spices, items that have sentimental value to people, religious symbols, animals that have been born with mutations. A piece of iron cast in the shape of the setting sun, foam collected from the ocean at low tide. An eye of newt, the ear of a black cat, a mummified pixie's head tied to six others like it by its hair. Rat kings, goblin blood... The list goes on.' 
 
    'Dead human children?' Viktor sneered. 
 
    'Yes.' Lym shocked him with the blunt admission. 
 
    'The mother is none the wiser. She thinks I paid for the abortion out of the good of my heart and then had the result buried somewhere discrete and respectful.' 
 
    'You fucking sicken me. And your dead servants? How did you cover their deaths up?' 
 
    'By ensuring they were made to appear as tragedies, mostly. I had a helper. There was an "accident" involving the bottom of the old well in the gardens, and more than a few vagrants in the Middle disappeared. No one missed them or noticed their absence.' 
 
     'Who helped?' 'Dowry, in the kitchens. He's worked here all his life, as has his entire family going down generations. One of the only loyal servants in this house.' 
 
    Viktor bit his tongue, knowing that excoriating Erolo for his hypocrisy and casual murders gained nothing, and that burning iron made repentant men of all murderers in time. 
 
    Instead, he scrawled the name down and added a note to choke the mean-eyed fucker a little extra just for good measure. 
 
    'How old is the tunnel?' 
 
    'Which one?' Lym blinked. 
 
    'The one running underneath your fucking house to the statue in the street, cretin.' 
 
    Lym tilted his head at him and blinked strangely. 'I...don't know what you're talking about. The only tunnels in this house are the ones to my workshop in the hidden parts of the cellars and an old collapsed one that led out into the Middle before the Baron's sewer-works projects necessitated that we close it off, lest it be accidentally dug up.' 
 
    'How long ago was that?' 
 
    'More than four decades, give or take.' 
 
    'Then explain to me how you smuggled all the guests and dust into your manor tonight? I know they didn't just walk through the front doors.' 
 
    'A hidden postern gate in the wall I share with the neighbours. Lord Bartleby lives...lived next door and often helped sneak guests in for me when I wanted to host one of my more private gatherings. You've seen that I have a taste for certain exotic inhalants that could get me in trouble with the Red Court. Bartleby and I had that much in common, so it behoved us to take precautions. But the postern is above ground, hidden behind some bushes. There's no tunnel.' 
 
    Viktor gave the man a look, feeling like he was watching a play that made no sense. 
 
    'Don't lie to me, Lym. There's no possible way you wouldn’t know about the tunnel. It's how we got in here for Stone God's sake. This is your house; you should know...' 
 
    'I have no reason to lie to you,' Lym protested with what seemed an infuriating degree of honesty, gesturing at his own bonds. 'If you entered through a tunnel, you must have crossed into the one from the Middle.' 
 
    No. They hadn't, and they'd cleared no rubble on their way in. 
 
    'The Middle tunnel. The old entrance to it, anyway. How does it open?' 
 
    'What do you mean? It's just a metal grate leading out of one of the sewers into the street.' 
 
    'Is there a statue?' 
 
    'No, there never was. My father chose to build that tunnel there in case he ever needed to move around the city during a siege. He wouldn't choose a large street that's worth putting a statue on. It's just a side street below a tavern or some such.' 
 
    'Does anyone else in this fucking house know about the tunnels other than you?' 
 
    'No. It's a family secret, and I certainly wasn't planning to pass it along unless I had to. My family hasn't exactly been the most reliable...' 
 
    'Dowry? Might Dowry have stumbled onto it at some point?' 
 
    'Not unless he stole my signet ring literally off my finger as I slept without waking me and magically guessed the four-digit number combination on the hidden mechanism that leads into the cellar workshop. I always told him to hide the...materials I required of him in an empty wine barrel in a quieter part of the basement, then fetched them myself in the dead of night and brought them into the hidden section the cellar.  
 
    'He was only responsible for delivering to that spot and taking unused materials away and disposing of them.' 
 
    'Through what methods?' 
 
    'He cuts most of them up and feeds them to some pigs we keep in the back of the estate for just such a purpose.' 
 
    'When was the last time he disposed of body parts?' 
 
    'It's a nightly occurrence. Done in small batches so as to avoid him being seen moving them around. He often carries pieces around just in his pockets, bit by bit.' 
 
    The tooth Viktor had found in the kitchens. He hadn't seen precisely, but it might have fallen out of Dowry's pocket when they bumped into the man while carrying the platter. 
 
    Viktor found himself breathing heavily. He was far too tired for this shit. 'And the other tunnel?' 
 
    'Is only accessible from a stone door in that same hidden cellar room, using another signet ring I keep in that very same workshop at all times and another four-digit number combination.' 
 
    Viktor turned to look behind himself, eyeing for any sign that End or Stendeval had come near the railing of the mezzanine or might have overheard. 
 
    'What will my friends find up there on the mezzanine, exactly?' 
 
    'The thing in the iron box. I thought it unsafe to keep it near the workshop with access to all those materials, so I keep it within a fake wall that leads to an area where I store more...personal effects.' 
 
    'What about your other study? The one that overlooks your banquet hall?' 
 
    'That glorified cupboard? More of a storage room for cutlery than a study. It's been vacant for some time. Why?' 
 
    'That was where the other tunnel exited...' 
 
    Lym shook his head. 'That's impossible. You'd have to dig up the foundations of half the manor to get one in there. You are mistaken, executioner.' 
 
    Viktor said nothing, balling his hands and looking for any traces of dishonesty, only working himself into a further frenzy when he found none. 
 
    Lym Erolo genuinely thought it was impossible that he had an extra tunnel under his house... 
 
    'You seem surprised by something.' Lym smirked. 'It's unpleasant, isn't it? The feeling of being left in the dark? No doubt that templar is off on his own affairs while we speak. Tell me, do you trust Captain Lauter to—?' 
 
    Viktor punched the man unconscious with a single blow, taking great pleasure in the sound of shock that escaped from his throat and the pleasant sight of the chair tipping over with Lym Erolo still in it. 
 
    Maybe it was time he went back and got a look at what Stendeval might have found. Feeling an odd twinge of paranoia, Viktor scribbled out the sections of the confession note where he had begun to write down the mention of any tunnels or secret cellar hidey holes, faking the cover up in an ink blot spill. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Viktor ascended the staircase to the mezzanine with Mosaic and three other Blackclads following in his wake, frankly unwilling to follow Stendeval without some insurance in case he caught a knife in his belly. 
 
    The path to follow was obvious, given that there was a porcelain bust that had been broken open—likely in an attempt to find a hidden switch there. 
 
    'This is certainly the nice living, eh gentlemen?' Mosaic commented as he watched Viktor look around. 'That couch would be great in my lounge...' 
 
    'Mosaic, you're still on the clock for now. Save the looting for later. I don't mind giving you extra time for it.' 
 
    'Oui, monsieur. Mateo, watch the staircase.' 
 
    A shorter man with a red bandana over his face, who was missing one arm and holding a slim axe in another, nodded silently and moved over to the stairs. 
 
    Viktor trailed a hand along the bookcase, pressing and pulling books at random until, with an almost imperceptible click, he found the one that Stendeval had likely himself chanced upon. 
 
    A man-sized section of the bookcase gave way, and almost immediately, End tumbled out, shaking and holding both of her daggers as if they were her own children. 
 
    'Viktor, I tried to open it from the other side, but...but I couldn’t find the switch. There was wind, and the torches went out...' End said quickly, quietly. 'Deeper in there. There's something alive in there.' 
 
    'Where's Stendeval?' 
 
    'Talking to it...' 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-One: The Bitter Taste of Victory 
 
    'Well, this is a fine mess tonight has turned into.' Nikolas sighed through his pipe smoke, wincing as he tried not to move the part of his forehead that was sporting a nasty gash. 
 
    Ordo had hastily bandaged it, but she'd evidently been dealing with more severe injuries at the time and hadn't had the spare time or salvestone to deal with it properly. 
 
    Knowing Nikolas, he'd probably have told her to focus on the watchmen with more severe injuries. 
 
    'I mean, it's not all bad, is it?' Heun piped up, himself sporting a broken arm that would need tending to. 'Sure, Hulkreug had about two hundred shamblebrasses quietly brought up from his silver mines and given makeshift weapons, but we knew he'd probably try something like that; and our casualties weren't too bad, given the circumstances. And we have both him and Lym Erolo alive and in custody.' 
 
    Heun shrugged noncommittally. 'It's like you said to me a week ago. "The boxer that makes a hundred wild jabs can be sure his opponent won't notice the one that's actually meant to knock him out." After all those bizarre manoeuvres you pulled, neither of them was able to notice us finally moving in at the last moment. They were so busy trying to figure out how to counter nonsensical troop movements if and when the fight started that they flinched when it actually did.' 
 
    Viktor could hear that by the little bit of a shake in his voice and the quickening of his breathing that Heun himself was still feeling the effects of having to fight for his life. Viktor had never asked, but he was sure the poor little shit had been unblooded before tonight. 
 
    Rosh told him that Heun had killed seven merchant guardsmen in total. Hell of a way to get your first kill. He didn't envy Heun for that. 
 
    Nikolas shook his head and turned to the side, breathing the smoke out over his shoulder so as to avoid Viktor's inevitable bitching for the second-hand inhalant. 
 
    'I was hoping to avoid a battle, son. I think I was the one that told you that sometimes you can't. You did very well tonight. Footwork could be a little better, and you panicked when that formation started moving, but those are my only complaints.' 
 
    Nikolas smiled sadly at Heun with the kind of forlorn pride only an old soldier teaching his boy the correct way to kill could muster. Heun turned away awkwardly, evidently not sure how to take the compliment. 
 
    'You mentioned Lady Highdark was there as well? She'll bear speaking to. I have my own suspicions as to why she might have been at an orgy party, but no one is immune to questioning at this point, especially after that stunt her son pulled in the bank.' 
 
    Nikolas turned to Viktor as he spoke. 
 
    'Hulkreug and Lym are both in custody—in one of the barracks for now, seeing how things went the last time we tried to keep someone related to this little plot in the dungeons. It never hurts to have an entire household worth of witnesses.' 
 
    'That was my thought as well.'  
 
    'The attending nobles and all of the Erolo servants are still in the manor, seeing as we're still sorting through it all. That Dowry bloke I mentioned grates on my suspicions, but there's like a hundred men watching the place between the watchmen and the templars, so I'm not too worried they'll be going anywhere.' 
 
    'Don't be so sure. That several of the nobles attending the banquet died in the initial confrontation when Mosaic's men burst in has caused a great amount of concern in the Crimson Palace. The Baron himself doesn't give a shit about the loss of human life, as usual, but many prominent courtiers lost cousins. I'll head down there myself and issue all of the questions, but the pressure the Court is pushing out means we'll need to release them before tomorrow. Well, most of the nobles at least.' 
 
    'You don't want me to do the questioning?' Viktor asked. 
 
    'No. Given what you told me about Father Stendeval's erratic behaviour and this hidden workshop you rightly kept from him, I think I'd very much like to go see what all the fuss about this box is for myself. If you hang around too long, he might begin to see the holes in that lie you fed him about yourself not knowing about this "Dave" creature.' 
 
    'Was that the right call?' Heun asked. 'I was under the impression that it's normally best to let the Church have their way with this sort of thing. The last thing we need is them thinking we're playing fast and loose with the rules.' 
 
    'Keep in mind that they sort of started it. Witches and illegal use of magic might be their business, but if your father sets the precedent that the Church can just ram their way into any investigation he undertakes, they'll start to think they run the place. 
 
    'Authority over matters relating to witchcraft is fine, but don't think for a moment that the Hierarch won't try to push his luck if you give him the idea that he'll get away with it,' Viktor said, rubbing his head. 
 
    'Exactly. And, more to the point, Stendeval specifically rubs me the wrong way. Something about that man is...off. It was clear to begin with that he had interests beyond what he claimed. Whether those are his alone or if he is perhaps undertaking more efforts for the Church than merely hunting witches is frankly of little consequence for now. 
 
    'Until such time as I can get the Baron and the Hierarch into a room with one another and get something resembling context, I'm more than content to be petty and let him find his way in the dark for now. His interest in this demonic box is either going to end very quietly and without ceremony if he gets his way, or very poorly and messily if it turns out he's playing with something he shouldn't.' 
 
    'I don't like asking the question, but do you think it's possible Stendeval might have...turned?' 
 
    'What? Into a witch? It's not unheard of for templars to go a little mad in their search to crush evil wherever they find it, imagined or otherwise. He who fights monsters and all that. But the Father strikes me as the kind of man that would take his faith too far, rather than abandon it to conspire with the things he's supposed to burn.' 
 
    'Hmm. Man like Stendeval, I don't know if he sees where the Stone Faith ends and the witches begin.' 
 
    Nikolas poured himself and Heun a little wine, finishing off the last of the bottle and then almost boredly hurling it out the window and letting it fall off the mountain's cliff to the rocks below. 
 
    'Putting that aside for now, the materials found in DeWinter's manor brook no discussion. He was clearly stockpiling shamblebrasses, weapons, and yet more damned blue pixiedust. 
 
    'There are still numerous questions that will require answers, but his motive was clearly war against the Baron. As such, His Grace has ordered excruciation against Hulkreug DeWinter, Olga DeWinter, Lym Erolo and, pending extensive interrogation, that may also extend to Stimlyf Erolo, Ludas, Thron Highdark. and this "Dowry" manservant of Lym's.' 
 
    Viktor shifted uncomfortably at that. 
 
    'Don't get me wrong, I don't know if there's much that could be said for Dowry's innocence... But Stimlyf's a little young for the living shamblebrass treatment, don't you think? 
 
    'There's not really any evidence he was acting on anyone's orders. If anything, the way his father spoke just further convinces me that he's just a reckless child. You might find that Lym stoked his temper and goaded him into trying to knife me, but I hardly got the impression that the boy knew what was going on.' 
 
    'I know.' Nikolas nodded. 'And I don't plan on giving the Baron any rope to hang the younger Erolo with. Stone God knows he's gone through enough already. Which is another reason I want to interrogate him myself. 
 
    'Being able to personally make the claim that I don't find him to be of dubious nature—assuming he does indeed know nothing—will likely be enough to satisfy the Baron, at least in conjunction with the outrage currently taking place in the Crimson Palace.' 
 
    Nikolas waved a hand dismissively. 'I'll give him due suspicion as a possible collaborator, and I'll obviously only go down near that damned haunted manor with a squad or two with me, but even if he was in on this little plot, it was probably under duress. The same would probably be said for Lady Highdark, for reasons I won't go into.' 
 
      
 
    Nikolas looked bitter for a moment. 'Even the Baron would be hard-pressed to try to tell the Court that he'll hang a child just for the crime of proximity, especially now that he's caused his own little furore in the Palace. 
 
      
 
    'I'm more concerned with the big fish at this point.' 
 
    'So that's it then?' Viktor sighed. 'Tell me honestly, are we at risk of getting in the shit for the dead nobles? Rosh tells me the count's at thirteen. Unlucky fucking number.' 
 
    'Doubtful.' Nikolas shook his head. 'Given that those nobles were killed in the manor of a witch while they were imbibing illegal substances, their relatives don't really have a case to complain about. They'll beat their chests and make a big noise to shift the narrative into one of the Baron being unreasonable and tyrannical and blah, blah, blah. It's all just distraction to keep the attention on him instead of what their own families were up to. 
 
    'Likely some uncomfortable little consensus will fall into place, the Baron might issue his condolences and some coin and make it clear that's all they'll be getting. In return for those nobles shutting their mouths, the silent agreement will be that nobody tells me to take a closer look into anyone's affairs.' 
 
    Viktor scratched his chin through his hood, impressed. 'Someone's clearly gotten better at the court politics as of late.' 
 
    'I say this fully aware of how much it will inflate your already unjustifiably large ego, but your insight into the criminal workings of this city and the importance of reputation appears to translate to highborn life slightly better than I expected.' 
 
    Nikolas hummed awkwardly and touched his throat, looking as if issuing the compliment had caused him some measure of physical pain. 
 
    'Onto the more immediate issue. You will need to spend the next few weeks getting details out of Hulkreug and Lym, and we still need to track down Olga DeWinter and Captain Soltkin. The former hasn't been seen outside of what End can speak of her, and the latter disappeared like smoke the moment Rosh and Maxwell arrived outside the Middle Keep with three squads and an arrest order in their pocket.' 
 
    'Yes, that's something I find myself more than a little concerned about. You and I both know that's not in character for Soltkin. If I were a more suspicious man, I'd be tempted to think she wants us to believe she turned tail and ran.' 
 
    'And suspicion is what I pay you for, among other things.' Nikolas produced half a gold piece and tapped it down onto the desk. 'But I can assign other men to hunt those two down. Right now, you're of more use in the dungeons with Lym and Hulkreug.' 
 
    Viktor sighed. 'How badly do you want me to hurt them, exactly?' 
 
    'Given that, regardless of what they confess to, the Baron has ordered that they'll spend the rest of their lives and then some as reanimated corpses with their nerve endings splayed open and liquid fire injected into them, not very much at all. We just need to get anything else of relevance out of them before they're condemned.' 
 
    Viktor took a long breath in, then released it. 'Right.' 
 
    'I can see you're looking forward to doing this about as much as I am to ordering it.' Nikolas gave him a pitying look. 'I'm sorry, Viktor, but it is one of your duties...' 
 
    'I know... I suppose I'm just really fucking tired.' 
 
    'Then go take a few days off,' Nikolas decided with a casual shrug, as if it were obvious. 'You've been working non-stop on this for weeks, and I think you more than deserve a break. 
 
    'As it is, I think the Baron might even be receptive to the idea of a pardon, were I to bring it forward to him in the next few weeks. Most certainly a parole or a loosening of some of your conditions...' 
 
    'You're fucking with me.' 
 
    'No. Complications aside, you did well, Viktor. I think you've more than earned at least a concession or two.' 
 
    Excitement at the thought shot through Viktor, only to immediately fizzle out. As if he'd caught lightning in a bottle just long enough to feel it exploding into glass shards in his hands. 
 
    He should have been happy. He should have felt some kind of relief. Lym was in the dungeons. Hulkreug was in the dungeons. Even the situation with Stendeval likely had an explanation that would come out reasonable in the wash. 
 
    So why did he still feel like he had something watching him over his shoulder, waiting for the exact moment he let his guard down. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A perversely tense few hours later, Viktor finally worked up the courage to admit that tearing the bandage off then and there would probably be better than spending the next few days working himself up into more of a nervous furore trying to relax. 
 
    Something was wrong.  
 
    Sublevel twenty greeted Viktor with its loom as he walked the halls, all too aware of the sound of his own boots on the stone and his own breathing following alone after him. 
 
    Pity that Stendeval's men had only come down to sublevel sixteen, but whatever they'd done on the upper levels seemed to have had at least a mild effect on this one. He was seeing a distinctly lower number of skeletal beings on the edges of his vision, and there were only two voices encouraging him to kill himself and make a fancy hat out of Heun's skin, respectively. 
 
    'Why did you bring me down here?' the boy himself hissed from beside Viktor, clutching a spear in fingers that were white with dread. 
 
    'I don't want to come down here by myself, Heun. Would you want to come down here by yourself if you were Viktor?' 
 
    'I don't want to be here at all. Why not Rosh and Maxwell? Why not Lukas? Why me?' 
 
    'You're going to be Captain one day. You need to get used to the spooks at some point.' 
 
    'Why are there so many dead rats down here?' Heun eyed the various dog-sized, desiccated rat corpses strewn about the corridor. 'And why are they so big?'  
 
    'Fuck if I know. Adelstradian dire rats are nothing to sneeze at. They migrate down here determinedly for some reason, and the frequent haunt surges kill them off on the regular. I think I remember hearing once that all the rats are mythically important to the crone clans in the province or something. So you know that they're probably gonna be a little weird. You actually start to get fond of them after a while. They're cute.' 
 
    'No, they're fucking not. Why are you like this, Viktor? What happened to you to make you this way?' Heun hissed. 
 
    'Fuck if I know. Anyway. We're here. Cell one-zero-zero-one.' 
 
    'Why are we keeping Hulkreug so far in the dungeon. He's a puny old man that's never held a sword in his life. I can attest to this much personally because I saw Father punch his nostrils in.' 
 
    'The Baron wanted him to suffer enough to keep him on level twenty, apparently. But he also didn't want to "give him the satisfaction" of being held in the really deep levels where we keep the dangerous shit.' 
 
    Viktor produced the first of what was literally two dozen keys required to open the lock on the door. He slotted it into the keyhole and turned it, eliciting a sick grinding noise from the door as the machinery whirred. Heun began to turn a little green. 
 
    Two minutes passed between them, punctuated only by the sound of the flickering green torch in Heun's hand and the anguished screeches of the damned a little further down the corridor. Eventually, the last lock clicked unsealed. 
 
    With the sound of a chain rattling against itself as the mechanism gave way, the door slowly creaked open. 
 
    Viktor stepped in first and gestured for Heun to wait where he was but shine the torchlight into the room a little bit. The room was much like the others, in that it was torturously bland save for the restraints that kept the prisoners bound to the floor. 
 
    Hulkreug didn't respond as Viktor entered. The old man was recognisable by his bright white coat and blue ascot, if not for his face, which had been bludgeoned into a near-unrecognisable mash. 
 
    'Hello, Hulkreug,' Viktor said simply, in want for anything more intelligent to utter. 
 
    The man took a quick breath in, wheezing at the sound of Viktor's voice as if he had just woken up. 
 
    'Who's there? Olga?' 
 
    'No. Just the executioner.' 
 
    Viktor leaned down and gave Hulkreug a once-over. Save for the bruising to his face, Viktor didn't see any rough head trauma, though one could never tell with concussions. 
 
    'Hulkreug. Can you tell me where you are?' 
 
    'I'm dead.' 
 
    'No, not yet. What location are you in? Think.' 
 
    'Dungeons. The Baron's dungeons.' 
 
    'Correct. Can you tell me what day it is? How old you are?' 
 
    'S-Saturday. I'm...fifty-nine.' 
 
    'What's your last name?' Viktor leaned in closer. 'How many fingers am I holding up?' 
 
    'DeWinter. Four.' 
 
    'What's your favourite colour? What's ten plus seven minus twelve plus four.' 
 
    'Blue. Nine.' 
 
    'Which hand do you write with? How many tonnes of ore was taken out of the silver mines in the last two weeks?' 
 
    'My left hand. Twenty-one point seven tonnes.' 
 
    'And once that ore is purified, what's the final weight in pure silver likely to be?' 
 
    'It depends. The veins are rich, but some of them are starting to run dry in places. The average tends to come down to between one and two percent of the weight of the initial ore. Some of the richer veins can produce up to five percent pure if we're lucky.' 
 
    'And what are your thoughts on the amount of raw ore extracted from the mines in that same time period?' 
 
    'We've been experiencing delays in the process, and total raw ore extraction is down by thirty-six percent.' 
 
    Hmm. Likely because so many of the working shamblebrasses had been told to drop their pickaxes for spears and were sent up to the surface. His mind was clearly functioning well enough to remember the details of his affairs, but the dulling of his emotions was blatant. 
 
    'Viktor? Why are you asking him all that?' Heun asked. 
 
    Viktor ignored him. 'Hulkreug, did you plot to assassinate the Baron and destroy the Crimson Palace?' 
 
    'Yes.' 
 
    'Was the plan to use the blue pixiedust to build bombs?' 
 
    'Yes.' 
 
    'Why?' 
 
    'I wanted the Guild of Merchants to run the city. This place would be better off under my leadership. The Baron is a plague. Even the King of Theronl is terrified of him. They all are. It's been that way for centuries. 
 
    'My predecessors in the Guild only barely scraped together the coin to buy our small measure of autonomy from the Third Baron, and the Fourth has been working to slowly erode what little control we have for decades. The entire country would be better off if that bloodline were wiped out.' 
 
    'Did Olga help you?' 
 
    'Yes, she carried messages for me to Lym Erolo and Milletra. They were both involved.' 
 
    'Did you organise for the pixiedust to be brought into the city? For the shamblebrasses and Merchant Guard to start preparing for war?' 
 
    'I did,' Hulkreug stared up the ceiling. 
 
    'Where was the dust taken from? Was it siphoned from the Guild of Dust? Or did it come from somewhere else?' 
 
    'The Guild of Dust,' Hulkreug coughed a small measure of blood up. 'I had an agent inside. Tasya Vas Krieg. One of the workshop managers. She diverted the crystals off piecemeal. Tiny portion by tiny portion.' 
 
    Viktor sighed, nodding. 'Tell me about Olga.' 
 
    'She's my daughter.' 
 
    'I know, but what's she like. Tell me about her personality. The rumour went that the two of you didn't get along. How did you patch your relationship up?' 
 
    Hulkreug opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out, and he squinted his eyes hard, as if he were thinking intensely on the answer. 
 
    'She is my daughter. We...came to terms.' 
 
    'Why did you two get into acrimony in the first place? Were you close as she was growing up?' 
 
    'Not very. She was a shy child. And I was always working the Guild and my mining companies. We didn't speak much, and I mostly left her to be raised by her caretakers.' 
 
    'Who were her caretakers?' 
 
    'The maids, mostly.' 
 
    'And did she resent you?' 
 
    'Very much. She always had an interest in...death. Strange child. When she told me she wanted to be a knight, I laughed. I said that women don't become knights. They're not strong enough in body.' 
 
    'Did that make her angry at you?' 
 
    'She hated me, I think. Two weeks after that conversation, when she was sixteen, she packed a bag and left in the night for Velmont. That was the last time I saw her.' 
 
    'Until she came back.' 
 
    'Yes.' 
 
    'How long ago?' 
 
    'About two years.' 
 
    'And she was happy to see you?' 
 
    'Yes. And I her.' 
 
    Viktor bit his lip, feeling the kernels of something dreadful pattern their way into his thoughts. 'Earlier, in the Grimmel Bank, you said you would kill me. Why?' 
 
    'You threatened my daughter.' 
 
    'And so, you had to kill me? You thought it was completely necessary.' 
 
    'Yes.' 
 
    'Was it an absolute?' Viktor slid a key into the lock holding Hulkreug's neck collar shut. He pulled the smaller man up by his neck and flicked him several times in the cheek. 'You didn't have a reasonable choice in the matter?' 
 
    'I didn't. You threatened my daughter. I have to kill you.' 
 
    'Do it. Kill me.' 
 
    Viktor slid a key into one of the wrist cuffs, unlocking it. 
 
    Hulkreug's hand immediately lashed for Viktor's throat, even though the smaller, older man should have known that he had no chance of actually causing Viktor even the slightest amount of harm. 
 
    He ducked away from Hulkreug's hand, but then in a moment of calculated stupidity, reached his hand out for him to grab. 
 
    'Viktor—' Heun began. 
 
    'Relax.' 
 
    Hulkreug's grip bore down on his wrist in an attempt to pull Viktor's arm out of its socket. His grip was stronger than Viktor expected, but still pitiful.  
 
    'Heun, pull that torch closer.' 
 
    Heun did as he was asked, stepping into the room and nearing closer to Hulkreug's prone form. The light shone on the older DeWinter's eyes, and as soon as it did, Viktor could see Hulkreug's orbs; dread slowly worked its way up his spine. 
 
    'Vik, I don't think there's a risk of him being concussed.' Heun eyed him from the entrance. 'At least not so concussed that we need to worry. I can fetch Ordo and—' 
 
    'He's not concussed, Heun,' Viktor sighed, standing. He turned to the boy and pointedly ignored the vague outline of the fleshy thing that both was and was not standing behind him. 
 
    'He's been bewitched. And I'll bet my left ball that Lym Erolo has been as well.' 
 
    'What?' Heun gaped. 'What makes you so sure?' 
 
    Viktor pointed at Hulkreug. 'I met Hulkreug DeWinter only briefly, so I don't know the man, nor do I know Lym Erolo, but I saw enough of both of them to know that there is fuck all chance that they would both just politely answer questions like this as soon as they were captured. 
 
    'Lym would lean on his pride as a lord and a knight; Hulkreug, a man everyone in this city knows is motivated by coin and smugness, would never just lie there and tell me about his fucking childhood. Most certainly the intelligence doesn't just disappear from a man's eyes like that without something affecting his brain. 
 
    Viktor breathed heavily, bristling. 
 
    'I thought it was bizarre that Lym wasn't furiously trying to tear my throat out with his teeth even as I was tying him up. I chalked it up to a quirk of personality, perhaps defeat. But this is not the same man I spoke to in that bloody bank. This is not the one who put all of this together.' 
 
    'Then who?' 
 
    'That's what we're going to have to find out.' 
 
    * * * 
 
    'You do realise you sound insane, don't you?' Nikolas sighed, opening a window to let some cool air into his office. 
 
    'I sounded insane about Rolt too, apparently, yet as soon as shit hits the side of the barn, she vanishes like smoke. I've been going over both DeWinter and Erolo for most of the entire day. They aren't the same people I spoke to before, Nikolas. This is wrong.' 
 
    'Viktor, I swear to Stone God, if you open your mouth and again raise the concern that everyone around you is bewitched...' 
 
    'Name the last time I was wrong about this sort of thing. Go on, name it. Name once. I've been wrong about the exact change for a loaf of bread because I couldn't be bothered to work it out in my head and because I'm shit at quick numbers. 
 
    'I've been wrong about which watchman will win in a sparring match because I spend more time in the dungeons than I do taking part in sparring practice. I've been wrong about how the weather will turn out on any given day because I haven't been here my entire life and I can't "feel the cold" in my bones the way the local Adelstradians can.' 
 
    Viktor put his hands on the table, leaning in.  
 
    'But Nikolas... I. Know. When. Things. Smell. Off. If the witch was working for Hulkreug, then why would they not take measures to cover their tracks? Why wouldn't Lym silence Milletra's ghost so that she couldn't blab?' 
 
    Nikolas opened his mouth to say something, but Viktor's point hit him in the shoulders; he stayed quiet, contemplative. 'All right, fine. You have spoken to me about all of these supposed incidents. The bank. Then the Erolo manor. The curseling before that...' 
 
    'Stendeval said it would be almost impossible for a witch to fuck with a lot of people's minds, but Erolo and DeWinter are only two and there was something dodgy in that attic. I only barely bluffed it out of my brain. Who's to say that, given time, were it to catch them off guard...' 
 
    'I saw,' Nikolas said, thinking about it a little less incredulously. 'The templars were pulling it away in another metal box stamped entirely with 'X's and doused in holy water. The thing was half as big as I am, yet they were using wooden poles to carry it. Something not bigger than a footlocker, more like a jewellery box. It stank of something dark. Like a rotting corpse covered in melted chocolate and rose petals. I almost vomited.' 
 
    'All right, so given that, you don't think it strange that neither Lym nor Hulkreug are resisting? It's like something put them in motion and then had them stop the moment it no longer needed them to move.' 
 
    'Have you had any other bizarre dreams, Viktor?' Nikolas suddenly gave him a piercing look. 
 
    'Promise you won't actually call me insane.' 
 
    'No.' 
 
    'Ugh. Fine... The, uh, the Stone God...spoke to me.' 
 
    Nikolas blinked, his face creasing momentarily. 
 
    '...God spoke to you?' 
 
    'That's what the giant stone statue identified itself as, anyway.' 
 
    'What did it say?' 
 
    'Something about red and green. To stay away from the first one and chase the second. The walls in the manor were bleeding, and Lym's house colours are green and gold...' 
 
    'Hmph. Look, let's put aside the ongoing question of your sanity for now.' Nikolas started to pace in agitation. 'The Church tells me that sort of thing isn't only the realm of lunatics and fanatics looking for excuses to burn people at the stake. Stendeval tells me that they actually keep records of people who claim to have been visited by visions of the Stone God.' 
 
    'And?' 
 
    'And they vary. A lot. But this entire thing has reeked of magic from the start. I'll cop to that much. And you have had to deal with that sort of nonsense, what, three times now? No, more. Much more. The curseling ink, then the dreams and then these mental barrages against you I've been doing my best to dismiss as nerves. Perhaps there's something there.' 
 
    'What are you saying, exactly?' 
 
    Nikolas sighed, and slowly lowered his head onto the desk in the closest gesture to surrender Viktor had ever seen from him. 
 
    'I'm not a religious man, particularly, but I think I might need to swallow my pride and speak to Stendeval. Or maybe even the Hierarch himself...' 
 
    'Fuck.' 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Two: The Violinist of the Streets 
 
    A coin tossed. Some blood spilled. A cloud over a corpse. That was how it always went in this city. 
 
    A day later, in the evening, Viktor found the damnable itch of the world taking him out of the Upper Keep—despite the fact that Nikolas had expressly told him not to pull at any threads—and into the middle of the Temple Quarter. 
 
    He normally wasn't one to shy away from disobeying Nikolas when it suited him, but even now he could understand he was playing a dangerous game with the Captain. Now wasn't the time to be going out of his way to be acting suspiciously. 
 
    And yet the pull of something was undeniable. In his skin. In the sinews of him. In his bones. His breath quickened at the thought of it, but he found himself worried at what might happen if he didn't try to find the source and scratch it out. 
 
    This was no magic. At the very least it didn't feel even slightly the way the barrages in the bank and the Erolo manor had. 
 
    No, it wasn't magic that pulled him again towards the cathedral resting over the Stone God's abyss. Neither was it superstition or paranoia. Viktor was being moved by what he could only term "a concrete flash of pure common sense". 
 
    He had been reacting to everything thus far. He felt like his time in Adelstrad was one big reaction. Bouncing from mystery to conundrum to problem to solution to catastrophe. 
 
    He crossed a wide, grey staircase that was slippery from the amount of half-melted snow covering it, and noted that the city was becoming a little warmer by the day. 
 
    Perhaps another week or two before the snow in the forests melted away, then maybe another three after that before the higher peaks in the city unfroze and the river sources flowed again. 
 
    With that flow would come Nordlings, Rolt's people. He wondered if she might have gone back to them, then slapped himself for the thought. The Northmen didn't tolerate betrayals to the south lightly, and Rolt would know well the consequences of showing her face in her homeland. 
 
    So why had she left? Where had she gone? 
 
    It was no secret that the Nordlings were neck deep in dark witchcraft. Darker even than what he'd seen in the Erolo manor, if the rumours were true. 
 
    So perhaps he would suspect her of being the missing link, if he didn't know that Rolt despised magic. 
 
    Another two staircases brought him to the mouth of the wide, white tunnel through which he knew he would find the Stone God's chasm. Here, in the narrow alleyways, he closed his eyes and took a deep breath in. 
 
    Not that way. That would be too easy. 
 
    The voice came as a thought of indescribable little particles too untidy to be an influence and too natural to be anything but his own. 
 
    All right. So if not there, then where? 
 
    A cool breeze brought Viktor to a shiver, and he tightened his hand around his axe. This time he had not bothered to hide the weapon in cloth wraps or wear a false face. He wasn't expecting tonight to be one for subtlety. 
 
    Nikolas would still be in the cathedral, likely in a shouting match with either Stendeval or the Hierarch, and that brought fresh concern to cloud Viktor's concentration. 
 
    He hadn't had time to comment on it, but in the manor, Stendeval had moved like no man. 
 
    Too fast. Too quick. Too agile. Like a blizzard. Humans weren't pushovers in a fight, but Stendeval's blows had come like the charge of a horse and with the speed of a snake. 
 
    Viktor simply didn't believe that a normal person could tear through the Erolo guards that easily. Whether it was the "divine strength" the Church loved to proclaim assisted its warriors or something altogether more sinister, Viktor couldn't comment. 
 
    It was telling that after he had finished inspecting the looted Erolo manor and undertaking the last of the interrogations himself before the nobles and servants had all been released, Nikolas had seen fit to add two more squads to the two dozen men he'd brought with him. 
 
    Evidently, he was more worried about his own safety going into the cathedral than the witch's house. 
 
    Troublesome. 
 
    Movement caught his eye ahead, and he saw the outline of a shroud move over one of the crowded rooftops. It gestured widely at him, then pointed down a specific alley. 
 
    End had taken a lot of convincing to get her to try tracking Olga DeWinter down again, but she was the only lead he had right now. Even if Nikolas had told him not to pull at any threads, he had said nothing about looking without touching. 
 
    Viktor sighed, leaning his axe against his thigh and breathing some warmth back into his hands. 
 
    Tonight would be a painful one for him, he could just tell. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Up ahead. 
 
    End made the gesture subtly, but she didn't even need to gesture it to him from the rooftops for Viktor to immediately key in on the spot he was looking for. 
 
    A side crevice in a side crevice. In the quieter parts of the Temple Quarter, almost on the edge of the wall that divided the Lowers and the Middle. A little nook off the alleyway with a pained brass statue one either side, leading to a small, low tunnel between two squat stone townhouses. 
 
    Viktor kept his footsteps quiet as he approached, then offered himself the tiniest peek around the wall. 
 
    The night had rendered everything in shades of grey, purple, and black in the darkest areas. The two figures—barely visible—carried no torch to give their presence away, but if he swivelled his head a little, the outline of them at the other end of the tunnel was constant, a mere thirty metres away. 
 
    They were close together and Viktor could just barely see by the way some shadows were darker than others that the other end of the tunnel broke into a very small balcony that likely overlooked the street below. There would be no eyes on them from below if they kept away from the stone railings and, unless you were End and therefore an expert at getting around on the rooves of building, the only way to observe would be through the mouth of this secretive little tunnel that you could be forgiven for not even seeing if you were just walking past in the dark. 
 
    The perfect place to have a clandestine meeting without being spotted. 
 
    End's amber glintstone flashed thrice from a rooftop opposite the balcony, barely visible over the dark figures. She'd seen them too. 
 
    Four more flashes. Neither of them had been spotted from what End could see. Viktor himself flashed his blue stone thrice and then another four times. 
 
    Don't touch the red, and don't let the green get away. 
 
    The words slithered into his head like smoke, and he found himself gripping his freshly sharpened axe even tighter. 
 
    More flashes from End. She was moving. He flashed back, bit his cheek in indecision, then settled into action. 
 
    Viktor crept into the mouth of the tunnel, keeping his steps light and careful. The ceiling was low enough to force him to duck his head. He wondered if this hadn't been a storm drain before someone had decided to put the balcony up on the other side. Certainly it was too cramped if you were expecting people to regularly walk through it. 
 
    Worthless maze of a city, with buildings upon buildings and secrets upon secrets... 
 
    He gave his sharp axe several sturdy swings, causing ever so small rushes of wind in the confined space. 
 
    Thirty metres. Neither of the figures had noticed him. 
 
    Twenty-five metres. The other end of the tunnel had at least a little ambient light, and he could see that one looked male and the other female. 
 
    Fifteen metres. Detail came into being, and it dawned on Viktor that the man had several buttons loose on his shirt and that the woman, pale as snow, wasn't even wearing one. The whispered, impassioned moans told him all he needed to know about what he was about to walk in on them doing. 
 
    Ten metres. The woman's hair was a deep black, and she was lithe and well-built with what was clearly years of athletics. She was atop the man's lap with her face pressed into his neck. 
 
    The man was of paler complexion, but not as pale as the woman, with long hair covering his eyes and a heavy cloak covering the rest. 
 
    Five metres. A scream tore its way out of Viktor's throat, primal and enraged like a lion that had seen its territory encroached upon one too many times, and he stormed out of the tunnel with the axe held high. 
 
    The woman was the first to notice, breaking out of whatever carnal fugue had been distracting her. She turned at once, letting Viktor get an accidental flash of her generous bust and—much more importantly—see the icy blue eyes that were a dead ringer for her father's. 
 
    'Stimlyf, look out!' Olga DeWinter pushed the man the to the ground, unexpectedly rushing towards Viktor and knocking the axe aside with a bare hand that he could now see was sporting a set of nasty black claws. 
 
    Viktor was surprised, but then again, he'd been expecting to fight a witch, so clearly some sort of magical bullshit came with the territory. 
 
    He slammed the axe through Olga's block, ignoring that the cuts it left were shallow at best and offered no blood from the wounds. He slammed it through the cross guard she tried to put up with her bare hands, ignoring the fact that neither of her wrists broke from the impact as they should have. 
 
    He slammed it into her side hard enough to kill a horse, ignoring the fact that she was only winded. He slammed her in the head with the flat of the weapon, sending her sprawling partially over the railing, this time with an impact that he didn't need to ignore because he felt the bones in one of her hands break when she tried to block the hit. 
 
    Olga only barely caught herself on the edge before she could fall the distance. Viktor wasn't feeling merciful and immediately brought the blade low to her neck, displayed for him at such a perfect angle to cleave through that it had to constitute divine providence. 
 
    There was a roar of something, and the night lit up as a gout of sickly-coloured fire spewed from the man's fingertips and caught Viktor's arm before he could take Olga's head off. Burnproof leathers or no, Viktor howled as the unnatural yellow flames licked through his clothing. 
 
    Well, look at that. He'd found the witch. 
 
    He flinched and panicked for a splinter of a moment and wasted precious seconds fishing in his vest for the Erolo knife. He finally produced it and recklessly cut the offending sleeve off before it could melt into his skin. The haste earned him many painful, untidy cuts on his arm and three scorched fingers for his trouble. 
 
    The Erolo knife liquefied at the contact with the foul magic, and Viktor was forced to hiss a curse and discard the sizzling, scorching remnants of the dagger's hilt before whatever the fuck was on it seeped fully into his hand. 
 
    Viktor dropped the burning cloth to the ground and turned, seething and suppressing a growl of pain. 
 
    'You are next!' He pointed at the cloaked man whose face he couldn't get a good look at while slamming his shoulder into Olga before she could recover, sending her to the ground. 
 
    Anger took him the extra step further and—in a fit of instinct and exhausted desire to hurt her—he closed the distance between them, brought his axe up high, then smashed the butt of the weapon head directly into Olga's unarmoured crotch, eliciting an agonised scream from the woman.  
 
    Viktor was finally treated to the sound of injuring her. Something—her pelvis bone, most likely—audibly shattered. 
 
    'Get off of her!' the witch shouted. A blast of wind erupted from his palms, sending Viktor back-first into the balcony hard enough to cause the stone to crack and give way at the impact, almost causing him to topple over the edge. 
 
    He didn't, luckily. Unluckily, something in his lower back had broken upon collision. He gasped so quickly that he couldn't scream, feeling the immediate shivering and grinding sensation that, along with the sudden void in his body's sensation, told him it was his lower spine that had been shattered. 
 
    A heavy crossbow bolt sailed into the witch's shoulder hard enough to floor him. Viktor might have heard End hiss a curse from across the street where she was no-doubt busy reloading the reinforced siege crossbow he'd given her. 
 
    Viktor reached a shaking hand to his torso, had a hard time opening the pouch with the salvestone phials, then decided "fuck it" and punched himself in the chest, shattering the glass and letting the cleansing green liquid—along with lantern oil and a stray pouch of caltrops—seep into his skin through a dozen small cuts. 
 
    It wasn't as good as letting it enter into his broken back directly, but as it made contact with his flesh and started to rapidly circulate around his bloodstream, he almost immediately felt the tell-tale grinding sensation that told him his spine was being slowly unbroken. Then he had to growl in some of the worst pain of his life as the vertebrae ground back into place. 
 
    He chuckled a little bit despite himself, slowly and painfully getting to his feet. He smugly observed that Olga was taking in ragged breaths and trying to crawl her way back to her feet. And that the witch he had finally fucking found, was trying in vain to pull the bolt out of his shoulder. 
 
    'My advice, leave it in for now,' he said with faux affability. 'There's fuck all worse than a bolt that hasn't been taken out properly. The shaft might snap in half in your meat and then some bloke will have to get in there with pliers and dig it out.' 
 
    The witch snarled, ignoring Viktor's advice and persisting in trying to pull the bolt out. 
 
    'Here. Let me help,' Viktor chuckled menacingly and approached. 
 
    'Get—Get the hell away from him!' Olga spat, shakily getting to her feet despite her injuries, her face pulling with rage into something unnatural. 
 
    A bolt from End's spare crossbow immediately caught her in the side, tearing flesh away, splattering small pieces of broken rib all over the balcony, and knocking her back down with a scream. 
 
    'Don't worry. I'll deal with you in just a moment.' 
 
    Viktor grabbed hold of the bolt in the witch's shoulder and gave it the meanest, most diagonal tug that he could manage, making sure to draw the witch's screaming out by shoving it partially back in and out a few times before breaking it off with the tip still inside. 
 
    'There. All better, isn't it?' Viktor sneered, grabbing the small man by his collar and lifting him up. 'Now let's see who's under that fucking hood.' 
 
    'No, get off—!' He tried to push Viktor off, but clearly he wasn't the most athletically inclined of individuals. In fact, against Viktor's grip, he felt more like a… 
 
    The hood came off with a shrieking tear, and the face of the one that had caused Viktor all of this trouble stared back at him, seething in unparalleled hatred. 
 
    Viktor hoisted him up by his dark brown hair and stared into the bright green eyes that were oh so like his father's, down to the tiny little bit of hazel in the top of them. 
 
    'Stimlyf Erolo...' Viktor breathed, genuinely stunned for half a moment. He stared into the eyes of the angry child that had caused the city, and by extension, Viktor, such an unceasing amount of bother. 'You stupid boy... And to think I was the one to suggest offering you mercy...' 
 
    'You murdered my uncle,' Stimlyf spat. 'The only family by blood that was ever worth anything to me. If you were a smarter man, you would have killed me at the same time as him, executioner. When you had the chance. As things are now, you'll have to deal with her.' 
 
    'Oh, her?' Viktor turned to Olga with a snort, looming over her prone form with a struggling, flinching Stimlyf still held in his grasp by his hair. 
 
    'I grant that the claws are a nice gimmick. Can't guess at how many cats you had to sacrifice to the shapeless things that whisper in the void between dreams to get those. What's she going to do, cough up a hairball in my lap? Paw at my face while I sleep?' 
 
    'Actually...' Stimlyf began with a smirk. 
 
    'I think you'll find I'm more of dog person,' Olga said, raising her head up to reveal a face that now had more in common with a wolf's than a woman's. She opened a snouted mouth wide enough to reveal rows of razor-sharp teeth and pronounced canines. Her eyes were dilating so drastically that they were almost pure black. 
 
    Don't let the green get away. Slowly, Viktor glanced at Stimlyf, still caught in his grip, then he looked back at Olga. 
 
    'Get your hands off of my fiancé,' she grit out through a shivering mouth that shouldn't have been able to form human words. A disgusting cracking sound emanated from her as her face continued to morph into something ever more monstrous. 
 
    Sinew and bone shifted beneath her rapidly transforming visage even as parts of it took on that grey colour a shaved dog might sport. Tiny bits of fur started to sprout in patches. 
 
    Little shapes moved under her face like all-too-large maggots writhing inside the meat of a carcass, pushing at the skin hard enough to break it in places. Something beneath the surface pulsated and grew and crushed against itself, spilling blood and skin and tiny bone fragments on the ground. 
 
    Viktor wouldn’t lie. He instinctually dropped the little witch that was Stimlyf Erolo and took paces backwards, clutching his axe in his hands like a child holding onto a comforting toy as the sound of shattering and reforming bones echoed across the evening streets. The purest white fur, stained red with her own blood, sprouted from Olga's body. 
 
    The skin peeled and burst off her torso in disgusting strips of bloodied leather. A shattered piece of what might have been a rib smacked Viktor in the shoulder hard enough to stagger him. Olga fell forward on her front legs even as she continued to grow in height. 
 
    The trousers she was wearing ripped apart under the strain of the sinewed muscle tearing itself free from underneath. Her boots exploded into destroyed fragments as her paws grew too large for them to contain. Finally, Olga DeWinter tore the flayed remnants of her own human face off and looked at Viktor the Executioner through eyes that were now as red as blood, like two rubies of ruin in the evening shadows. 
 
    She reared her head up and let out a howl that was so loud and so primal that Viktor felt every little bit of confidence and anger in him vanish in a second. 
 
    And don't touch the red. 
 
    Then the werewolf that was Olga DeWinter rushed at him, and his world was blood and teeth and gnashing jaws. 
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