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The evening sun beamed through the skeletal remains of ancient trees, its warm tones illuminating a street of mostly abandoned houses in the city of Whiteridge. Where the sounds of people and commerce had once filled the streets, now a silence born of fear and despair blanketed the area. The neighborhood was quiet in the way a cemetery was quiet, and in some cases for the same reason.

Klaudius crouched on the creaking wood floor beneath a window, his left hand on the old sill to stabilize himself and right hand gripping the hilt of his rapier. His head was below the bottom edge of the window, firmly out of sight to anyone that might be near. The last thing he wanted was to be seen.

Curses and raucous laughter drifted through the broken panes of the window as a group of men walked down the empty cobblestone street. The racket they made was the type intended to intimidate anyone still in the area; loud noises to remind everyone who was in charge, now.

Klaudius felt cold anger in the pit of his stomach with each percussive sound, each sputtering laugh that reached his ears. These weren’t the king’s men or the city watch; even when the latter still patrolled the streets, they rarely ventured this far from the city center. There wasn’t any reason for Klaudius to pursue the remnants of the city watch either, cowards that they were.

As the racket began to fade, he slowly straightened until his head was above the bottom of the window. Through the fading light he saw four men, now walking in front of the house next door. Two of them held cudgels, with a third wearing a long-bladed sword at his waist. The front and backs of their heavy leather vests bore broad slashes of red cloth that marked them as members of the Scarlet Raiders, one of the gangs slowly conquering the city.

Those three men stood apart from the fourth and often cast nervous glances in his direction. That one, his dead-black cloak hanging from knobby shoulders, ignored their buffoonery as he continued his silent pacing.

A sorcerer. A poisoner of souls, a colleague of demons.

A college existed far to the north, in Gardabaer, where men studied magic. Word spread far and wide that this college taught the healing of wounds and fortification of crops. Helpful things. The men that studied there were well-read and often served as advisors to kings.

However, when people spoke of magic, they often did in hushed tones. Magic wasn’t innately evil, Klaudius knew that much, but most of the men that wielded it seemed to be. A lust for power led to magic users committing horrible acts, unspeakable atrocities, anything to become more powerful. The academy genuinely tried to use magic for good, but there were plenty of rotten apples around.

The king of Whiteridge had been without an advisor for some time. Perhaps if he had retained one, especially a powerful one, all of this could have been avoided. The city would never know.

Klaudius’s knuckles cracked as his grip tightened on the hilt of his rapier. His eyes narrowed as he watched the sorcerer walk by. His thoughts went to his brought Werner, barely a month in the grave, and their parents buried next to him. The rapier had been their father’s weapon, then Werner’s. Now, Klaudius would use it to avenge them both. He had sworn to gods old and new that he would do so—or die trying.

Not that any of them bothered listening to his prayers.

After the small patrol walked out of sight, Klaudius hurried to the front door of the old house and pulled it open. He took a deep breath and slipped outside, careful not to step on any broken glass or anything that might alert them to his presence.

Keeping low, he scurried across the yard and made his way to a large bush that hid his slender frame easily. He knelt down and checked a small quiver at his belt, his fingers counting the remaining bolts without needing to look. Five bolts left. He would have to be quick. Quick and dirty.

He was used to fighting dirty.

Klaudius pulled his hood forward to shield his eyes from the sun as he carefully followed them. He dashed behind the ruins of a vine-covered wooden fence as one of the men stopped to emphasize a particularly crude story he was telling with lots of pelvic thrusts and slapping motions. The other men broke into fits of laughter. All except the sorcerer, of course. He continued moving in silence.

They continued walking down the street while Klaudius crouched low and followed them through adjacent yards. He stayed close, but kept enough distance so that he was never seen.

Without taking his eyes from the patrol, he slipped a small tin from his belt pouch and thumbed it open. Inside was a pinch of pale crystals, small as coarse grains of salt. He carefully took a single one and slipped it into his mouth, ignoring the bitter taste as he swallowed.

In a matter of heartbeats, sounds became clearer, sharper. Details, previously unseen, began to emerge from the shattered cityscape around him. The heightened awareness was intoxicating. Desire for more arose, but he pushed it down. Only one, the alchemist had warned. Any more, and you won’t be able to stop. That is how men lose their minds.

Klaudius had watched these patrols for the past two days, so he had memorized the path they always took. This particular route brought them along the outskirts of the city where there were few eyes to see and few ears to hear. Exactly what he needed.

He slipped between two houses to his right shortly before an intersection and hurried around the back. From there, he continued down a filthy alleyway strewn with rubble and the shattered remains of crumbled houses. Many houses had been damaged and later abandoned after the bandits and footpads began taking over.

At the end of the alleyway, he pressed himself against the shadowed back of a building, on the left side of the alley. A large pile of bricks provided cover.

Klaudius drew a small crossbow, careful not to make any sudden motions as he loaded it. He shifted it to his left hand, and with his right he drew his rapier. His cloak, a brown so dark it was nearly black, blended in with the shadows of the alley.

He focused on his breathing, pulling warm air in slowly through his nose and exhaling through his mouth. His blood pounded in his ears. The men’s voices, still cursing loudly and telling jokes that would shock the hardest merchant’s guard, steadily grew in volume as they approached.

Klaudius slipped out from the alley right after they passed. His light steps made no noise on the cobblestones as he crept behind them. He focused his hand crossbow on the cloaked man, taking careful aim. His heart pounding in his chest.

The bolt buried itself in the back of the sorcerer’s head, dropping him like a sack of grain. No man would survive that, not even a sorcerer, Klaudius assured himself. He immediately threw the small crossbow at the next man, whose heavily scarred face twisted in surprise. It was enough to catch him off guard and buy Klaudius a precious few seconds.

Immediately after, Klaudius leaped forward a step and thrust his rapier as the third man began swinging his brass-bound cudgel in a broad backhand arc. Klaudius narrowly avoided being hit and managed to run his blade deep into the man’s forearm, opening a vicious wound and forcing him to switch hands.

With no pause, Klaudius slashed to his left as the fourth man began his attack. His rapier sliced across the man’s eyes, blinding him and sending him screaming to the cobblestones.

Klaudius’s rapier wasn’t the best weapon for parrying heavy cudgels, so he used the long blade to his advantage. He slashed and lunged, keeping his opponent at a distance. In only a few seconds, the man had a dozen shallow wounds that soaked his clothing with blood.

By this time, the scar-faced man had recovered from being struck in the face with the crossbow and had drawn his own arming sword. Klaudius stepped to his left to put the man with the cudgel between them. The man swung his cudgel in wild arcs, making it easy for Klaudius to avoid being struck. The man with the arming sword stepped back, narrowly avoiding a swing that would have clipped him in the face.

Klaudius ducked under a particularly vicious swing and ran the man straight through the heart. As his body was falling, the scar-faced man finally stepped forwards with his sword raised.

A vicious snarl crossed the man’s thickly bearded face, showing his yellowed teeth. He spat curses and taunted Klaudius, trying to bring him in closer.

“I’m gonna split you in half, little man,” the bandit said in a gravelly voice. He twisted his sword in his grip and swung again. “I’m gonna carve your eyes the way you did to Julius there.”

The scar-faced man brought his sword up and swung hard, clearly thinking he could overpower Klaudius with his size and strength.

Klaudius calmly shifted to the side and lunged several times, feinting and dodging. As the man stepped in and swung his sword again, Klaudius ducked beneath the swing, running his blade a hand’s length through the man’s crotch. The man shrieked in pain, but Klaudius attacked again, swiping upward. He carved a deep gash in the man’s arm and disarmed him. As the arming sword clattered to the stone street, he fell down and grasped his bleeding crotch with both hands.

Julius—the man Klaudius had blinded earlier—crawled across the cobblestones, whimpering and feeling his way around as he tried to escape. Klaudius calmly approached him and ran him through the back while holding the gaze of the other man.

“It’s time for us to have a little talk,” Klaudius said.
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The man with the bleeding crotch glared at Klaudius as he stepped closer.

“You fucking whoreson!” he shouted, spittle flecking his lips. “You know you won’t get away with this, right? You’re gonna be sawn in half. They’ll peel your fucking skin off. They’ll find your family and—”

Klaudius stepped near him and pointed his rapier directly at the man’s throat, ignoring the smells of piss and sour wine.

“Where can I find your commanders?” he calmly asked the man.

While most of the Scarlet Raiders were just bandits and footpads such as these, Klaudius knew that the real power rested in the sorcerers that led them. He cared nothing for the city being conquered—truth be told, as soon as his work here was done he would be leaving Whiteridge and never returning—but he was determined to exact revenge for the deaths of his family.

“You pig-dog son of a whore!” the man growled while clutching his bleeding fruits. “You worthless—”

Klaudius slipped the tip of his rapier into the man’s open mouth and flicked it sideways, slicing his mouth open halfway into his cheek. The man shrieked and released his groin to clutch at his ruined mouth, still blubbering curses as drool and blood poured over his chin.

“Listen to me,” Klaudius calmly explained as he knelt in front of the man. “I’m going to kill you no matter what. How well you cooperate will determine how painful your death is. Do you understand?”

After a pause, the man nodded, still clutching his face. He glared pure murder at Klaudius.

“Where can I find all the sorcerers? Your leaders?” Klaudius asked again.

The man took a deep, ragged breath before answering. His words were muddled due to his ruined mouth. “If I tell you where they are, will you let me go? You can threaten pain, but I have no real reason to help you if I’m dead no matter what. Free me and I’ll tell you everything I know.” He looked up at Klaudius expectantly, holding his bleeding mouth with one hand while leaning back on the other.

Klaudius rocked back on his heels and lowered his rapier a fraction. “That’s a fair bargain. I accept, so long as you leave this city and never return.”

The man nodded in agreement, relief plain on his bloody face.

“So, out with it, then,” Klaudius said as he tapped the point of his rapier against the man’s ankle to keep him unsettled.

“The Temple of Zira,” the man said, his eyes nervously following Klaudius’s rapier. Seeing Klaudius’s flat look, he quickly continued explaining. “I know the statues of Zira have been pulled down and everyone thinks the temple is abandoned, but it’s not. The sorcerers aren’t in the temple itself, though. They moved into the catacombs beneath it, down in them tunnels.”

“So they’re beneath the temple?” Klaudius confirmed.

“Aye,” the man said. He turned his head and spat, then whimpered in pain and clutched his mouth. After taking a few breaths to let his pain subside, he continued. “They practice their magic down there. Foul stuff. I heard rumors about how evil it is, but I thought it was just rumors. Nothing can be that evil.”

“Who leads them?” Klaudius asked.

“They’re led by one calls himself Irakas. They been there for the last few months. Since the beginning.” He closed his eyes and pressed his hand against his cheek.

“What do you know of the magic they practice?” Klaudius asked. Any details would help.

The man didn’t answer right away. “As I said, man, rumors. Bits, here and there. People talk of human sacrifices, of pacts made with demons. I try not to pay it no mind. You know how men talk over ale. The Raiders put coin in my purse, so I ignore it all. I just do what I’m told.”

Klaudius thought for a moment. “When would be the best time to pay them a visit? To make sure they’re all in there?” He raised his rapier and tapped the man on the chest, punctuating each word. “When are they most vulnerable?”

The big man kept his eyes on the tip of the sword as he answered. “Noon, as best I can tell. They often sleep during the day,” he replied. “Sometimes they come on patrols with us, like this one, but that’s rare. Very rare. I guess you got lucky.” He barked a laugh, though there was no amusement in it.

“Lucky me,” Klaudius said flatly. “Go on.”

“All I know is they do their work, their magic, at night. They sleep during the day, usually, like I said. I don’t know exactly where, but I think it’s in the catacombs. I hear they follow some demon called Setyx,” he added quietly.

Klaudius grunted. He had heard that name before.

The man looked Klaudius in the eye. “There’s around a dozen of them sorcerers. I don’t know what you plan on doing, but there’s a lot of them.” He seemed eager to give more information now, hoping to save himself.

Klaudius nodded slowly as he looked over at the corpse next to them. The back half of his crossbow bolt stuck up from the rear of the pitch-black hood. He was indeed lucky to have caught this one sorcerer by surprise.

“Thank you,” he said to the big man. “You’ve been very helpful.”

The big man nodded and heaved a sigh of relief. He barely had time to react as Klaudius thrust his rapier through the man’s eye and into his brain, leaving him a twitching mess.

Klaudius felt no shame at breaking his word to a member of the Scarlet Raiders. After the slaughter they had put the city through, it was the exact treatment they deserved. Mercy given to any of them was simply something he was not capable of.

Klaudius grabbed the man’s arming sword—it was quite a nice weapon, and would fetch a decent price somewhere—and approached the sorcerer’s body. The evil spellcaster smelled faintly of smoke and death, like the remnants of a fire that had burned through a tomb. He rolled the sorcerer’s body over with his foot, intending to search his body, but his breath caught in his throat.

Where the sorcerer’s eyes should have been, there were only two charred pits, as if his eyes had caught fire and burned to ash.

Klaudius had heard of this sort of thing before, though he hadn’t expected to find it here. Sorcerers would give up their eyes in order to gain a new form of sight. It was the sort of thing men whispered in the shadows, seeking to scare one another. It wasn’t the sort of thing one expected to see in reality.

Klaudius knew something of magic, though not the foul sorcery these men practiced. He knew enough that he quickly pulled his rapier to finish the job. He was too late.

The sorcerer’s pale, gaunt face suddenly twisted into a wretched smile. His mouth opened, black blood pouring out as he spoke arcane words that froze Klaudius’s arms. The head of the crossbow bolt was visible in his mouth as he intoned the dark spell.

An unseen force lifted the sorcerer’s body from the cobblestones, so that he stood in front of Klaudius. He leaned forward, smiling around the crossbow bolt in his mouth.

“You have neither the power nor the will to stand against the might of Setyx,” he said in a voice that sounded like rotted leather crumbling.

The sorcerer held both hands palm up at his sides and began invoking another spell while Klaudius struggled to move.

“Anathnu, graena ventius filvoor.”

Nausea and pain, unlike anything Klaudius had ever felt, wracked his body. He collapsed to the ground, retching as the sensation of burning fire swept across his skin and fierce cold stabbed into his gut like an icicle. Pressure built in his head and he shut his eyes to keep them from exploding. He grit his teeth, refusing to give the sorcerer the pleasure of hearing him cry out.

The sorcerer’s unnatural robes hung unmoving as he stepped closer to Klaudius. “Beg for your life, worm,” he said in that terrible voice. With one hand, he reached behind his head and tore the crossbow bolt free, then sneered at it and cast it to the cobblestones. “You have no idea the power you are up against.” The sorcerer smiled, black blood oozing from between his teeth. “Soon, this entire city will be ours, and all of you our slaves for eternity.”

Though Klaudius’s body twisted from the excruciating pain, he was able to drop his rapier and extend his hand toward the sorcerer, who probably thought he was begging. Cruel lips twisted into another smile, and he bent down to watch the agony up close. Klaudius managed to croak out a single word.

“Ethosian!”

With a crook of Klaudius’s finger, a small fire flashed into existence. It wasn’t large, but it bloomed directly in the sorcerer’s mouth. He coughed and spat before chanting more arcane words to extinguish it. It wasn’t a powerful spell, but it was enough that it broke the sorcerer’s concentration, and Klaudius scrambled to his feet. That few second break was all he needed.

He swung his sword with all the force he could put into a two-handed grip. He felt a shock in his wrists as the blade connected with the sorcerer’s neck, hacking deeply into the pale flesh.

The sorcerer roared in his inhuman voice and staggered as he choked on his words, trying desperately to invoke another spell while gesturing fiercely.

Klaudius struck again, finally severing the sorcerer’s head clean from his body. He knelt on the cobblestones, catching his breath as the eyeless head rolled several feet away. His heart felt as if it would pound its way out of his chest.

No one expected a common thief to have any knowledge of the arcane arts. While Klaudius only knew a few spells, they had saved his hide countless times. They had also helped line his pockets with gold over the years.

After resting another few seconds, Klaudius pushed himself to his feet and hastily searched the bodies. He took all the coins he found, plus anything else of value. His neck ached, and he rolled it in a circle until it popped.

This part of the street was still empty, so there were no witnesses. Klaudius hurriedly pulled a strip of white cloth with a large black skull painted on it from his belt pouch and dropped it on the corpses. It was a small banner he had stolen from Black Skull, the other gang trying to conquer the city. They had been much less successful at that, but were still a serious problem.

“Ethosian,” he said again, casting the small fire spell atop the dead sorcerer’s body. The cloak caught and began smoldering.

Now that he was dealing with sorcerers, Klaudius was taking no chances. There was no telling what these bastards could do. Plus, the charred and beheaded body would further enrage the Scarlet Raiders’ leadership. That one of theirs was treated so would drive them into a frenzy.

He hurried away from the bodies, passing through alleyways and avoiding all notice. Klaudius’s small stature—just average height, with a slim build—helped him move quickly among the mostly abandoned buildings.

He encountered a second patrol as he moved, this one without a sorcerer. The urge to kill them raged in his veins, but he schooled his mind to calm and let them pass. His goal was the sorcerers, the leadership. Not drunken street toughs and footpads. The path to vengeance was calm and focused.

Klaudius continued his way through the alleys, heading to his own house in the city so he could continue planning his revenge.

The temple of Zira. He had a target, now. He wasn’t sure how he was going to do it, but at least he had a target.
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Klaudius closed the door behind him and leaned against it for a few minutes. He took several deep breaths to help calm himself; the earlier fight along with the soraa crystal he had eaten made his heart pound in his chest, even now.

“One step closer,” he muttered to himself.

He pulled at the buckles on his sword belt as he walked across the small room. After draping the belt over the back of an old chair, he went to his washstand. Some water splashed on his face helped calm his nerves.

At least with the city going to shit, houses were cheap, especially in areas deemed not safe. No one wanted to live where the gangs roamed, so many people that were financially able to had already fled. Klaudius had purchased this small house for a tenth of what it was worth. He had considered keeping the house he had grown up in, but after his family had been murdered it was simply too full of dark memories. Too much pain was locked up within those walls.

Once his face was clean, he went back to the front door and dropped a thick wood drawbar across it for extra security. His shutters got the same treatment. With how things were in Whiteridge, he took no chances. Especially since he basically made his living killing Scarlet Raiders goons these days.

One of the walls of his house had several sheets of paper pinned to the wooden boards. Klaudius walked up to them and stood there for a moment, studying his writings. Those papers contained his notes; what he had been able to learn so far about the city’s gangs.

The Scarlet Raiders were the real problem, and the only gang he really cared about. The other gangs added their chaos to the mix, but beyond knowing enough about them to avoid them, Klaudius didn’t pay them much mind.

It was a Scarlet Raider patrol that had put his family in the grave. Those goons didn’t like it when people talked back to them, and tended to react violently. Klaudius’s father had learned that lesson the hard way. His brother had sought revenge, and they had taken his life as well.

Klaudius promised himself that he would be careful and plan things. Hot heads made bad decisions, he reminded himself. Vengeance was something he had been working on since his brother’s death, and he would continue until it was done. He would stop at nothing.

Klaudius unstoppered a small inkwell, then grabbed a nearby quill and dipped the tip in. Scanning the pages on the wall, he added to his notes. Twelve sorcerers lived in the Temple of Zira. Leader’s name: Irakas. The tip of the quill made scratching noises as he compiled the information he had learned thus far.

A plan began to form in Klaudius’s clever mind, one that would ensure the death of the sorcerers and the soldiers that enforced their rules. Everything had to be perfect, and he wouldn’t be able to do it alone; that much was certain.

That part was a bit of a problem for him. Trust was something hard-earned, especially as of late. As a result, Klaudius tended to be a loner. He sometimes joked that he only trusted himself part way. Well, he’d just have to get over that. Besides, some company would be nice once things calmed down.

He returned the quill to his small desk and walked across the room. Where to begin? He knew a man that could get almost anything, if the price was right. Amazu was a valuable contact, especially in times like these. Of course, in times like these, Amazu was probably making a fortune. Klaudius wasn’t the only one that wanted revenge.

It was that thought that resulted in him crossing the room again to stare at his notes. Rebels fought against the Scarlet Raiders and other gangs when they could; Klaudius had heard plenty about them, but hadn’t been able to find them yet. They kept themselves well hidden, and for good reason.

He just hoped that when he did find them, they’d let him join.

It began to grow stuffy inside his house, so he walked up the narrow stairs to the second floor. Each floor was little more than one room, but it was enough for him; Klaudius was a simple man and didn’t need much. Besides, the house had a basement made of heavy fieldstones, and Klaudius had his money locked up in a chest down there. That was what truly mattered.

Once on the second floor, he went to the front of the room and pushed the shutters open. Glass windows were a luxury he couldn’t afford, not here, not now. He didn’t want to run the risk of some gang patrol throwing a rock through the panes, either. The assholes were known for behavior like that. The future would hold better times, he reminded himself. For now, the breeze was nice.

Klaudius leaned out the window and looked around. He was in time to catch the beginning of the sunset, which was nice. Not many people walked the narrow street in this area. That was one of the things Klaudius liked about his house. Everything was quiet.

“Maybe one day things will return to normal,” he said to himself. He honestly didn’t know how likely that was. Some of the city’s soldiers had even joined the Scarlet Raiders. The king sat on his old, wrinkled ass and refused to do anything about it. He was safe behind walls of iron and stone, so why bother?

Not for the first time, Klaudius wished he had the fortune of being born in one of the northern countries. Up there it seemed that kings and queens took better care of their people. Perhaps they had to in order to survive the cold winters. He had no clue.

“I should travel up there and find out for myself,” he muttered. Life was probably better up there, even with all the snow. He had grown up in Whiteridge and never left, not even for a vacation. Now he couldn’t wait to leave, as long as he took care of things beforehand.

But first, he needed food and some rest. He left the window and crossed the small bedroom, then went back downstairs.

At the back of his house was a small hearth that was currently cold. A small iron cookpot hung over it, the lid tightly sealed. Klaudius grabbed a handful of kindling and arranged it beneath the cookpot, then used his fire spell to light the wood. Soon, flames licked the bottom of the iron pot as they gave it warmth.

The tiny fire would take a few minutes to warm up the leftover stew, so he grabbed a nearby chair and sat down for a moment so he could pull off his boots. His feet ached from crouching so long and walking so far. He gave them a quick rub, then went to grab his food.

A heel of dark bread helped the bland stew go down smoothly. Klaudius wasn’t a bad cook, he just sometimes had other things to worry about. With every bite, his eyes drifted back to his notes on the wall.

Twelve sorcerers, all living in the Temple of Zira. Not wizards, who spend years studying and could be trusted on occasion. Sorcerers used their magic differently, and often gained their powers from dark entities. These sorcerers worshipped a demon named Setyx.

For being a thief, Klaudius was very well-read. As a child, he had spent as much time as possible reading everything he could get his hands on. That habit continued into adulthood; two shelves on the far wall held stacks of books, some new, some old. He had spent quite a bit of coin collecting those books; some held knowledge scarcely found in other places.

Setyx had a storied history with the city of Whiteridge. Many, many years ago the demon had been defeated by a champion of light, right here in the city. The irony that these sorcerers worshipped that same demon was not lost on Klaudius. It did, however, make him wonder what their ultimate goal was.

His eyes went back to the papers on the wall. Irakas. Their leader was named Irakas. He burned that name into his mind.
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Irakas clasped his hands behind his back as he paced across the cool, stone-walled chamber. Few furnishings adorned the catacombs beneath the Temple of Zira beyond a few brass sconces to give off flickering light.

Arched recesses in the walls held ancient coffins of wood and brass, a reminder that saints and priests of Zira had been buried here for centuries. Most of those coffins now sat with their lids askew, their contests removed and their defiled remains ground up and used for Irakas’s purposes.

Centered on the floor of the room was a small scrap of rug for men to kneel upon while delivering messages to Irakas or the other priests. Right now, a man did exactly that, reciting his daily reports on the status of the Scarlet Raiders’ conquest. Irakas paid him only half a mind and instead focused on his own thoughts.

Their continued conquest of the city weighed heavily on his mind; they progressed well, but he wanted to push the invasion to the gates of the keep itself, and soon. For months they had been working towards that goal, fighting the remnants of the King’s Guard and the city watch, breaking them further in each battle.

With each day, another street, another block in the city fell under Irakas’s control, but it wasn’t enough. He wanted the throne and was tired of waiting. He was tired of fighting for scraps, tired of the slow progress. He wanted to burn the city down and rule over the ashes, if that’s what it took.

Some of the other priests had voiced caution about the pace at which they conquered the city. They only had so many troops, they had said. If they were stretched too thin, it could make them vulnerable.

Irakas had dismissed their concerns. What was more important, he had argued, was that they instilled enough terror into the populace that not a single person would think of rising up against them. Let people see what kind of power stood before them. Let them know the might and terror of Setyx.

With the recent addition of Yejin, the priests were fourteen strong now, which almost brought a smile to Irakas’s gaunt face. Fourteen men, all of whom had sworn their very souls to Setyx and were now blessed with powers and strengths beyond mortal imagination. They were a force that would decimate all foes. Soon, Irakas would rule the entire city in Setyx’s great name. After Whiteridge, they would spread across the nation, then the world.

“What was that?” Irakas demanded, halting his pacing.

He turned to the man, who flinched and immediately looked down at the floor. Irakas’s lip curled as he looked down at General Carmick, seeing not just the man but his very soul. His eyeless gaze saw the general’s burning desire for power, his most shameful secrets, and his deep fear of Irakas and the other priests. The general was the man Irakas had charged with leading the Scarlet Raiders’ forces during their conquest.

Having to deal with these worms, these vermin, on a daily basis grated on Irakas’s nerves to no end. He had often thought to delegate these meetings, as such routine chores were beneath him. The thought of relinquishing control was not something he was comfortable with, though, even to one of his brethren.

General Carmick’s hands shook as he bowed his head low, almost to the floor tiles. At least he got that much right. With time, he would learn. They all would learn.

“One of our patrols didn’t return last night, Great Master. We sent some soldiers to investigate, and they learned that the patrol had been killed. Slaughtered, really. They…. They found a banner from Black Skull amidst the bodies.” He licked his lips nervously, clearly unsure whether he should say more and risk Irakas’s wrath.

Irakas cared not for the lives of a few men, but the mention of Black Skull stoked a burning rage inside of him. Since the Scarlet Raiders had begun their attack on the city, Black Skull had been an obstacle.

Formerly just an organized crime syndicate, they sought to place their own puppet on the throne and pull his strings. Time and time again they had proven to be problematic as they burned supply trains and captured patrols. The time was quickly approaching when Irakas would turn his full attention to eliminating them.

“What else is there? What have you not told me?” Irakas demanded in his raspy voice, as he could see the general held something back. That he had to debase himself by asking one of his subordinates for more information twisted his features into a scowl. He should have the general flogged for his lack of proper respect.

Sweat poured from the general’s brow. “Master Yejin—”

“Great Master,” Irakas grated. This man would die in blinding pain for his show of insolence.

General Carmick quickly corrected himself. “Great Master Yejin was also found dead with the rest of the patrol. His head had been cut off, and his body was severely burned.” The general remained there, eyes focused on the floor, as was proper.

Irakas felt a sharp pain in his hand and realized he had punched the stone wall. Such physical displays of rage were beneath him, and this was a sign his anger had unsettled him.

How dare anyone lift their hand against a priest of Setyx. How dare they! His men would rapine through every block under Black Skull’s control. They would raze the entire Docks district to the ground for this. Their orders would be to strangle babies with their mothers’ entrails and skin their fathers alive.

They would teach Black Skull, and anyone else that thought to stand against the Scarlet Raiders, the true meaning of fear.

“Rally my troops,” he said coldly, though he felt red-hot with anger. “Reduce all patrols in both frequency and number by half—no, a quarter! Take the extra men and place a spear in every hand, then lead them to the Docks. We will exact vengeance upon Black Skull like they have never before seen.

“Bring me no less than fifty of their members alive. Kill the rest, and anyone guilty of helping them. I will show them the price for defying the Scarlet Raiders!”

He realized he was shouting as he finished speaking. With some effort he brought his voice down. Losing his temper in front of a common soldier was unbefitting for a man of his station.

“After that, I will focus my efforts on the king himself. This city will be mine within the fortnight. You have five days to prepare for this attack on Black Skull. Now, leave me.” General Carmick scrambled to his feet and bowed repeatedly as he stepped back, muttering the usual blessings and praises of both Setyx and Irakas the entire time. When he neared the rear wall of the chamber, he turned and dashed through the exiting arch and up the spiraling stairs.

With Carmick finally gone, Irakas roared in anger and frustration, his voice echoing through the catacombs. Never again would he suffer even the slightest defeat at the hands of Black Skull or anyone else. He had been patient enough these past months. The time for their slaughter was nigh. The streets would run red with their blood.
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The streets and alleys of Whiteridge had been like a second home to Klaudius since he was a child, having grown up in one of the poorer districts of the city. His childhood friends had been mostly cutpurses and beggars, street urchins and petty thieves. With friends like that, it was no wonder he had fallen into a life of petty crime at a young age.

For as long as he could remember, the streets had always been busy with hawkers selling their wares in Market Square, citizens traveling toward some destination, and oddly dressed foreigners venturing out from the docks. Especially this close to the city center, where within a hundred steps in any direction a man could find any merchant, tavern, or lender he desired, large crowds had always been the norm.

Klaudius had many fond memories of stealing a silver mark on those streets and using it to help his family and fill their bellies for a week. His mother had died during childbirth and his father had a bum leg, so Klaudius’s thievery had kept food on the table and a leaking roof over their head.

Of course, mixed in with those memories were ones of running from the city watch or a shouting merchant’s guard when he had been caught. Fear stained those memories, ensuring they made a lasting impression on his mind.

Thieves often had the smallest finger of their right hand cut off if their crime was severe enough. Each time they were caught, another finger was taken. Klaudius had seen several men with only a thumb on their right hands. Some people never learned.

Klaudius had only been caught once by the authorities, and when he was a child. They had avoided cutting off his finger due to his age, but he learned a valuable lesson on that day. He was never caught after that. Instead, he focused on stealth and caution. Swordplay, as well.

When the Scarlet Raiders had first swarmed the city, they had mostly fought against the city watch and the King’s Guard. In only a matter of weeks, the king had pulled his men back into the keep itself to protect his lazy ass, the worthless old bastard that he was.

The city watch had been decimated with few of their numbers surviving the vicious battles. Many citizens had thought to rise up and defend their city from the invaders, only to meet their doom at the end of a spear—or worse, at the hands of one of the sorcerers that commanded their forces.

The Scarlet Raiders had been ruthless in their conquest of the city, taking blocks at a time and forcing all survivors to swear allegiance to both them and their demon-god Setyx. Upon swearing, the citizens had been assured they would be left alone as long as they remembered their oath and avoided raising a hand against the Scarlet Raiders.

Klaudius stayed near the edge of the street as he slowly made his way down it. His eyes scanned anything and everything, looking for any signs of things out of place, or warnings of a patrol. Couldn’t even enjoy an afternoon walk anymore.

Since the beginning of the invasion, people were nervous about being outdoors. But in a city of this size, business never stopped, and crowds could still be found in the busier parts.

Which meant Klaudius felt increasing concern the further he walked. Since he had killed that patrol the other day, the city had become like a ghost town. People stayed in their homes, afraid to become a victim of the increasingly violent patrols that hounded everyone for information.

Fortunately, no one had any information about Klaudius. He kept to himself to ensure that. But, on what was usually one of the busiest streets in the city, Klaudius found himself walking almost completely alone.

“Hello there!” Klaudius called out to a man hurrying in the opposite direction.

The man ignored him and picked up his pace, muttering under his breath about patrols as he rushed away.

Klaudius frowned and turned to watch the man jog down the street. He hated seeing the city like this. Even though he didn’t care for the city of Whiteridge, he hated seeing people so beaten down.

He turned and continued through the city, wide streets of well-fit paving stone gradually becoming cobblestone and eventually hard-packed dirt. Likewise, towering stone and brick buildings became less frequent and were replaced with single-story buildings of wood and cob.

The Docks were firmly under the control of Black Skull; while the area had more than its share of problems, Scarlet Raider patrols were not one of them.

Down here, people milled about on their business, almost as if nothing were out of the ordinary. Smells of fish and salt filled the air, not entirely pleasant but at least familiar, and the crowd had a bustling quality that was missing in the city center.

At many intersections stood a pair of armed citizens, often in mismatched bits of armor with a black skull painted on the front. They served as a constant reminder of the impending threat that loomed over the Docks.

Of course, the Scarlet Raiders had the numbers and power to swarm the Docks and put an end to Black Skull, but so far they had put the majority of their focus on conquering the rest of the city first. Klaudius expected their plans would change, and very soon. In fact, he counted on it.

He reminded himself that while they were enemies of the Scarlet Raiders, Black Skull were not the good guys. They craved power just as much as the Raiders, they just didn’t have the help of sorcerers. Bodies were still found floating in the water when people tried standing up to Black Skull.

Klaudius rounded a corner and walked down a small side street. A man with shifty eyes watched him from the mouth of an alley. Klaudius rested his hand on the hilt of his rapier and gave the man a hard look, and he turned away. Better to find an easier target, Klaudius’s glare said.

The Full Moon was an inn he had frequented for several years now, and not just because of their food or drink. Sure, that was fine, but Klaudius was smart enough to know the real value of a place like that. Information was for sale, just like food and flesh.

He pushed the door open to the inn and walked into the common room. It was busy on that day, so he walked straight to the bar, then leaned an elbow on it and looked around. Only one other man was at the bar itself, but he sat at the other end, talking with the barman.

The Full Moon had a reputation for being rough that was well-earned, but if a man simply minded his own business he wouldn’t find trouble. Klaudius had been coming here for years.

Several women, scantily clad in thin silks, made their way from table to table as they flirted with patrons and invited them upstairs. For a price, of course. Everything was for sale in Whiteridge.

As usual, Garick sat alone near the corner of the common room. His massive frame filled up one side of the table as he held a mug of ale and kept an eye on everyone. Anyone needing a bodyguard could do no better than that giant of a man, although with such a reputation came an equally high price.

Ayanna and her sister Nyvanna sat at a table, playing cards with three men. Those men were likely too mesmerized by the sisters’ beauty to realize they were steadily losing a small fortune. The sisters carried more knives than a small armory just in case anyone tried to get rough or wanted to take their money back by force.

Amazu Obasey sat near the back of the room with nothing but a pitcher on his table for company. His dark skin and black hair marked him as a foreigner in Whiteridge.

“What can I get for you, Klaud?” the barman asked.

Klaudius turned and watched Edmund approach from behind the bar. He was an older man, with thinning gray hair and a stomach that strained his mostly clean apron. He was tall and broad though, and the way he could easily lift a full cask of ale showed that the older man was still stronger than damn near anyone but Garick. Edmund had run this place since he was younger than Klaudius and knew everyone in this part of the city.

“I’ll take an ale,” Klaudius said. “Nothing too heavy. It’s still early.”

Edmund nodded and turned to the wall behind him, where three wooden casks sat in heavy racks. He put a mug beneath one of them and turned the handle on the spigot and golden liquid flowed out. A moment later he set the mug in front of Klaudius.

Klaudius slid a few coppers across the bar, then a silver penny. Edmund raised an eyebrow slightly at that, but scooped up the coins and leaned closer.

“Anything going on lately?” Klaudius asked.

Edmund gave a slight grin and lowered his voice. “Someone attacked and killed a Scarlet Raider patrol the other day. One of the sorcerers was with the patrol and got his head cut off. I hear it was someone from Black Skull that did it. It’s got the Raiders up in arms about it. Cut their patrols down since, so word on the street is they’re preparing for something nasty.”

Klaudius nodded. “Everyone is certain it was Black Skull that did this?”

“Oh yeah,” Edmund said. “A piece of cloth with their sigil on it was found at the scene.”

“Good,” Klaudius said.

“I’ll say,” Edmund replied. He lowered his voice to just above a whisper. “I do want to know how you killed a sorcerer, though.”

Klaudius permitted himself a faint smile. “It wasn’t easy, that’s for sure. I almost didn’t make it.”

“Well, I’m just glad you did,” Edmund said. “What’s your plan after this?”

Klaudius took a sip of his ale and sat there for a moment with a pensive frown. “I’m not sure. I got lucky with that patrol. I doubt they’ll send any other sorcerers out with them, or if they do, they’ll be better guarded. At least I got some information from one of the men before I killed him. I—”

“Not here,” Edmund whispered. “Not now. Give me a day and I’ll connect you with the right people. You just keep your head down until then, okay?”

Klaudius nodded and took another swig of his ale. “I’m doing my best.”

The door opened and Klaudius instinctively turned to check who it was.

She was tall for a woman, possibly taller than Klaudius. Her auburn hair was slightly windblown and hung nearly to her waist. Her loose-fitting shirt was unlaced due to the heat, giving the world a fantastic view of her substantial breasts. The tight leather pants she wore more than flaunted the curves of her hips and legs. She scanned the room with clear green eyes as she approached the bar.

“Hey Ed,” she said, slapping a hand on the bar.

“Emma, lovely to see you,” Edmund replied with a warm smile.

“Nice sword,” Klaudius said, noting she wore a rapier, same as him. Hers looked to have a slightly thinner blade, but otherwise could have been made by the same smith.

She gave him a sharp look, which relaxed slightly when she noticed the similarity in their blades. “The weapon of a duelist,” she said with the faintest of smiles. “If you’re wearing a sword like that, I hope you know how to use it.”

“Nah, I stole it off a beggar,” Klaudius said, taking a drink of his ale. “I just use it to clean between my toes.”

She chuckled softly, not very impressed at his attempts at humor, then turned back to the bar. Edmund set a mug in front of her.

“You two should meet,” Edmund said, leaning his hands on the bar.. “Klaud, this is Emma. Emma, Klaudius.”

“My pleasure,” Klaudius said with a polite nod.

Emma stared at him for a moment before speaking. “Klaudius? I’ve heard that name.”

“I certainly hope not,” Klaudius replied. “I prefer it when no one knows who I am.”

That got another chuckle out of her, but this one was actually genuine.

“Wise words in these troubled times.” She raised her mug towards him. “Good to meet you, Klaudius.” With that, she turned and walked into the common room, where she sat next to a hard-eyed man with more scars than not.

“Wow,” Klaudius said quietly, trying not to stare as she walked away.

“Easy with the eyes there,” Edmund said.

“Sorry,” Klaudius said as he turned back to his ale. “It’s not every day you meet a woman as beautiful as her.”

Edmund nodded. “And you misstep once with her and she’ll carve your liver out. And if she doesn’t, I might. She’s my niece.”

“So, good looks run in your family then?” Klaudius asked. “What happened to you, did they run out?”

Edmund laughed and slapped a hand on the table. “Ah, it’s good to have you around, Klaud. With all that’s going on, I don’t laugh enough.”

“None of us do, my friend,” Klaudius replied. “Although gods willing, we’ll have reason to laugh and cheer soon.”

Edmund stared at him for a moment, then leaned closer. “You’re planning something, aren’t you?”

Klaudius pursed his lips for a moment, then nodded. “I’m trying to, at least. The gears are turning up here.” He tapped the side of his head. “I just have to figure out how to do it, and I’ll need help.”

Edmund nodded slowly. “Come by tonight,” he said quietly. “Late. Around the time people start leaving and I close my doors.”

Klaudius looked down into his ale, then drained half the mug in a single gulp. “In that case, I should probably go back home and take a nap. No use losing too much sleep, right? Gotta stay sharp.”

Edmund grinned. “Good thinking. Wish I could take one.”

Klaudius set his mug back on the bar and turned to the common room. He caught Amazu’s eye, and the two gave each other a familiar nod. He would need Amazu’s help soon. He would need a lot of help soon.

“See you tonight,” Klaudius said, and left the inn.

A nap sounded good.
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Few things were better than a nap during the summer. Klaudius was a fortunate man in that he could fall asleep pretty much anywhere, so his bed with the window open for a breeze made for a pleasant place to rest.

He wasn’t worried about the nap messing with his ability to sleep that night, since Edmund wanted him to stop by later. It was going to be a late night. Klaudius had a lot of those. He lived a fairly nocturnal life.

He briefly wondered what Edmund had for him. Edmund was a man with many connections, and only some of them legal. That The Full Moon was an excellent place to buy secrets was no accident. Edmund probably approved of each information peddler himself and took a cut of the profits.

The sun was beginning to set when he walked downstairs. He had tossed a double handful of mixed beans in a pot to soak that morning, so they were ready now.

His kitchen was little more than a sturdy wooden table and a stone hearth, but it got the job done. He set his small cooking pot on the table, then grabbed a potato and a radish and began chopping them. Two carrots went into the mixture as well. All of that was thrown into the pot with some herbs and spices, and he set it on the hearth.

Klaudius only knew a few spells, but nearly every day he was grateful that one of them created fire. He added two small pieces of wood to the coals and used his spell to light them.

With little else to do until his stew was done, he decided to grab a book to pass time. Once again using his fire spell, he lit a candle and settled into a chair with a book.

Klaudius’s book collection was something he was especially proud of. Quick fingers had earned him quite the pile of gold over the years, and he had spent a large sum on some of these books. He sought out wizards when they visited the city—even though he didn’t like being around their kind; they were never trustworthy—and bought scrolls and books off them. If they weren’t selling, he simply upped his offer until they were. He had even stolen from them on one bold occasion.

As such, he had several books on his shelf related to magical teachings. Careful study over the years—along with pestering anyone with even the slightest knowledge of magic—resulted in him finally being able to understand the damn books, which led to him learning his first spell.

It had been quite the learning experience. Even as weak as he was, he had set half his furniture on fire before learning how to control the spell. Now he could cast it with great accuracy.

Another thing he had learned was how tiring magic was. The power came from within the caster, so the more magic was used, the more it wore him out. Stronger spells took more out of the caster. Some were downright dangerous.

After an hour he got up and used a ladle to fill a wooden bowl with some stew. He ate it numbly; food didn’t have much taste these days, and it wasn’t due to lack of spices and herbs. His life mostly revolved around revenge.

“Why is the day dragging on for so long?” he asked the walls after finishing his dinner. He still had a few hours to go until he went to the inn.

Maybe that woman would be there. Emma, her name was. If she was Edmund’s niece, she had to be involved in something. Just to be safe, Klaudius sharpened his straight razor and gave himself a shave. He had never before seen a woman as beautiful as her, so he wanted to make sure he looked his best. He grabbed a fresh shirt as well.

“Okay, Edmund. You’re just going to have to deal with me flirting with your niece,” he said aloud as he left his house.

After locking the door, he pulled the hood up on his dark blue cloak. He kept to the shadows, not for any real reason other than to practice. Much of his life revolved around stealthy movement, so he had to stay sharp.

Several people walked by, but now that the sun had set most people were in their homes. Hell, most people were probably getting ready for sleep, if they were smart. The streets weren’t safe at night anymore.

Klaudius ducked into a narrow gap between two houses as a patrol came into view. He watched from the shadows as a group of three men walked by, clearly taking their time. They told callous jokes and laughed far too loudly for it being nighttime. But then again, no one in their right mind would tell a Scarlet Raider patrol to be quiet. No one that valued their life, at least.

Klaudius felt his hand tighten on the hilt of his rapier. He was a smaller man, and it was a fast sword. It was nearly full dark. He could probably take them.

He had to take a deep breath to calm himself. If he was to get his vengeance one day, it would be after careful planning. Not from killing Scarlet Raider patrols on the street. He had to think of the big picture.

“Eh, hold on, I gotta piss,” said one of the soldiers.

He slid his brass-studded cudgel through a loop on his belt, then walked straight for Klaudius while the other two men blathered on about unimportant things.

Well, it looked like there was no avoiding a fight. At least he would get the jump on them. Klaudius glanced behind himself, checking the narrow alley, then quietly drew his rapier. Crouching low, he waited, like a shadow in the night.

“Too many fucking beers,” the man said as he fumbled with the laces on the front of his pants.

In one smooth movement, Klaudius stood and ran his blade straight through the man’s heart. He pulled it out and stabbed the man in the throat, cutting off his death scream.

“That’s for my family,” Klaudius said coldly as the man fell to his knees.

He clutched at his throat as a wet spot spread across the front of his pants. Seconds later he was on his back, clawing at the ground, drowning in his own blood.

Klaudius turned and ran down the narrow passage, away from the dying man. By the time he reached the rear of the house he heard the other two men shout behind him. He dashed to his right and ran behind the house, then turned right again the first chance he got.

He stepped out onto the dark street, his boots silent on the paving stones. Staying close to the front of the house, he moved closer to the two men. They had run up to their companion to help him, but by now realized he was either dead or dying. One of them pulled his club and the other pulled his sword, but they were facing the wrong way. His heart should be right about…there.

Klaudius ran his sword through the man’s back, right into the heart. Shameful way to kill a man, stabbing him in the back.

But then again, the Scarlet Raiders had killed Klaudius’s father and brother. They would get what they deserved. No mercy, no quarter.

Klaudius smoothly stepped aside as the man fell to his knees, clutching his chest. The final soldier, the one with the sword, turned to face Klaudius.

“So, are you the one that’s been messing with our patrols?” he asked in a grimy voice.

“Just giving you what you deserve,” Klaudius said, and dropped into a lunge.

The man parried, but wasn’t fast enough. The tip of Klaudius’s sword ran an inch into his belly. He grunted and jerked back, bringing his sword up in front of him to better defend.

“So, you think you’re a fast one,” the soldier said. “We’ll just see about that.”

“Yes, we will,” Klaudius replied. He had no desire to banter with these idiots, nor did he want a drawn-out fight. He lashed out, his sword striking at chest, arm, and neck. The soldier tried his best to parry, but Klaudius was faster.

“Gah!” the soldier said, his voice gurgling from an opening in his throat.

Klaudius finished the fight by running him through the heart. Three men, three deaths. Three less members of the Scarlet Raiders to cause problems.

Of course if anyone saw him with these bodies, there would be problems. Klaudius hurriedly cleaned his blade on the dying man’s clothes, then slid it into his scabbard. That man’s sword was actually a decent one, so he removed it from his sword belt and set it aside.

After that, he grabbed each man by the wrists and dragged them into the nearest alley. It wasn’t a perfect hiding spot, or even a good one, but it was good enough for now.

“Hell of a way to start the night,” Klaudius said as he scooped up the man’s sword and held it by his side. He continued down the street, walking the familiar path down to the Docks.

At least that was one less patrol to worry about.

He found himself smiling as the roads turned to cobblestone and then hard-packed dirt. Despite his recent actions, he wasn’t a violent man—he was just doing whatever it took to avenge his family. Truth be told, the entire city would be the better for it as well.

Two men wearing the ragtag armor of Black Skull stood at the next corner Klaudius came to. He simply nodded at them and kept walking, and they left him alone. They didn’t even notice he had two swords. Although if they did, they would have kept silent. Anyone that killed the Scarlet Raiders made things easier for Black Skull.

When he finally reached The Full Moon, he took a deep breath of relief. He knew he was better with a sword than most of the soldiers, but he still worried on nights like this. But at least for now, the time for worrying could be put to rest. He pushed the door open and walked inside.

Sconces on the walls gave off plenty of light, keeping the common room lively even when it was dark outside. Serving girls brought men plates of food and mugs of ale, although this late it was mostly ale.

Klaudius walked right to the bar and leaned against it. Edmund saw him and smiled.

“Well hello there, Klaud. A little bit early, but as always, nice to see you.”

“Thanks, Edmund. I’ll take a mug of ale.”

“Sure thing.” Edmund grabbed a mug and went to the back wall, then filled the mug with fresh beer. He walked back to Klaudius and set the mug in front of him.

“I’m all out of coppers,” Klaudius said as he raised the soldier’s sword and placed it on the bar. “Will you take this as payment?”

Edmund bit off a laugh, then hurriedly pulled the sword behind the bar. “Don’t be so brash, Klaud. This is a safe place, but you’ve got to be careful.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” Klaudius said. “I think my blood is still hot from earlier.”

“How many?” Edmund asked in a quiet voice.

“Three,” Klaudius replied.

The large barman nodded. “Good. Drink’s on me.”

“Thanks,” Klaudius said, raising his mug. “If that’s your new price for a beer, I don’t mind paying.”

Edmund chuckled as he grabbed a mug.

Klaudius turned to glance around the common room. Garick sat nearby, and interestingly enough, Emma sat at his table. He wasn’t aware they knew each other, but they seemed to be friends. She caught Klaudius watching her and he held her gaze and smiled. Never look away when a woman catches your eye. His father had taught him that.

After a few seconds she returned his smile, then turned back to Garick. They were discussing something, and judging by the frowns on the big man’s face, something important.

Klaudius reached back and grabbed his mug from the bar, then looked across the common room again. He recognized most of the faces in there, which was good. In these troubled times, new people couldn’t be trusted until they proved themselves. He had heard whispers of the Scarlet Raiders using spies.

Well, not in here. The Full Moon held nothing but beer and trustworthy friends.

And a freedom fighter or two.
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Later that night, when people began to leave and the crowd thinned, Klaudius felt a bit of excitement. He wasn’t sure what the rest of the night had in store for him, but he trusted Edmund and knew that whatever he had planned, it would be worth his time.

A man with more beer than brains in his head stumbled up the stairs behind a beautiful woman in skimpy clothes. He wouldn’t be able to perform like that, but that didn’t matter. He’d pay, pass out, and then wake up next to the most beautiful woman he had seen in a long time. Sometimes that was worth the money. Well, to some people.

The crowd slowly began thinning out as the hours dragged on. Klaudius sipped on the same mug of ale for a good long time, ensuring he kept his head straight. Tonight was not a night for beer. After two hours, he allowed himself a second mug.

Garick and Emma left together with a nod at Edmund. Klaudius watched Emma from the corner of his eye, trying his best not to let Edmund see. Damn, but she was gorgeous. There was a fierceness about her that Klaudius found incredibly appealing.

“It’s gonna be a good harvest this year, I tell you,” an old farmer said. He had enough drink in him that his words were slurring into mush. “I seen the signs in the clouds. Things are gonna look up and it’s gonna be a good harvest.” He continued saying things of that nature as he staggered toward the door. It took him three tries to grab the handle and open it.

“Sure, sure,” said a younger man holding his elbow to steady him. “Sure it is, pops. Things are gonna be alright.”

They had the look of men that spend their last dollars on beer because there was nothing left to live for. It just made Klaudius hate the Scarlet Raiders even more.

“Any more for you?” Edmund said as he walked up to Klaudius.

“I think I’m good,” he said, glancing down at his half-full mug of ale. “It’s warm anyways.”

Edmund looked around, ensuring the place was empty. “Alright, hold on a second,” he said, slipping out from behind the bar. He made his way to the front door and slid a heavy bar across, then checked the windows to make sure they were all shuttered and latched.

“What about the guys upstairs?” Klaudius asked.

“They can lift the bar if they need to go outside and piss,” he replied. “But I need to make sure no one can get inside right now. No one that we don’t know or trust.”

Klaudius glanced around the empty bar. “Are you ready to tell me what this is about, Ed?”

“Come here,” the burly bartender said, tapping his hand on the surface of the bar.

“Behind there?” Klaudius asked.

Edmund nodded.

With a shrug, Klaudius got up and walked around the side of the bar, then stood next to Edmund. While it was interesting to see things from that angle, he saw nothing out of the ordinary.

“They went out back, but I need to stay inside right now so you get the secret entrance,” Edmund said. With that, he reached beneath the bar and grabbed onto the edge of a heavy upright barrel and pulled.

Klaudius blinked in surprise as the barrel opened on hidden hinges, revealing a ladder within. Only the front of the secret door was shaped like a barrel; the rest was open enough to allow for more room.

“Go ahead,” Edmund said. “I can’t quite fit through there.”

Klaudius laughed, then crouched and moved toward the hidden ladder. He slid his legs over the edge, arranged his sword so it wouldn’t get tangled, then grabbed onto one of the rungs and climbed down.

He found himself in a mostly dark room, lit only by a single torch at the other end. Shapes in the darkness became people. Six or seven people; he couldn’t tell in the dim light.

“Hold him,” a woman’s voice said.

Before Klaudius could think on how familiar the woman’s voice was, a set of burly arms wrapped around him from behind, pinning his arms to his side. Whoever it was, the man was enormous.

Reflexively, Klaudius threw his head back, intending to break a nose or some teeth. His head only struck a man’s chest. With a curse, he drove the heel of his boot back into the man’s shin, then raised it again to break his foot.

“Cut that shit out,” a man’s voice growled from behind him. “You’re only going to make me angry.”

Klaudius paused, his foot still held in the air. He knew that voice. “Garick?”

The huge man grunted in reply.

“Well shit, Garick, you should have told me it was you. No need to hold me, I’ll cooperate.” He lowered his foot and relaxed. “So, what in the Nine Hells is going on that you need to treat me this way?”

“We just need to make sure we can trust you,” that woman’s voice said again. Two more torches were lit from the first, offering better light.

“Emma,” Klaudius said as he finally saw her. Even in the dim torchlight, she was breathtaking.

“Glad you remembered,” she replied in a no-nonsense voice. “Go ahead,” she said to another man.

A spindly man approached, dry washing his hands. He began speaking in the language of magic and made a gesture with his hands. Klaudius opened his mouth to ask what was going on, but Emma halted him with a gesture.

“Whatever words you say next will be entirely the truth. His spell ensures you are not able to lie, though it lasts for only a few words. So, Klaudius. Tell us, in plain speech, if you are a spy for the Scarlet Raiders or not.”

He gave her a level look. “I won’t rest until every one of those motherfuckers is dead, and I don’t care if I have to die to accomplish that. No, I am not a spy. I work only for myself.” He cleared his throat. “Well, and your uncle sometimes.”

“Yes, Uncle Ed is who told me about you,” Emma said. She nodded at Garick. “You can release him.”

Kladius took a deep breath as Garick’s massive arms released him. Even just the weight of that man’s arms was a serious burden. It felt like being embraced by an entire side of beef.

“So, what’s this all about?” Klaudius asked.

“We have the same goals,” Emma said. “And from what I understand, you just learned some rather valuable information that we would benefit from knowing.”

“About the raiders?” Klaudius asked. His natural sense of distrust kicked in. “Why would I tell you anything?”

Emma gave him a dry look. “We’re fighting on the same side, Klaud. Together we can do more damage than fighting alone. Surely you see this.”

Klaudius tried to relax a bit. “Yeah, I suppose you’re right. I’m just not used to working with others.”

“Get used to it,” Garick said, clapping him on the shoulder hard enough that he nearly fell. “We’re all working toward the same goal, so we’re going to be fighting together.”

“So, we know you’re the one that’s been picking off patrols. You also killed the sorcerer, right?” Emma crossed her arms and watched him closely.

“Yeah,” Klaudius said. “I know a tiny bit of magic myself. Just enough to help keep me alive when some asshole sorcerer tries to torture me in the street.”

“Interesting,” Emma said, tapping her full lips with a finger. “I asked my uncle about you. He told me that you grew up on the streets here, picking pockets to make ends meet.”

Klaudius just looked at her. He didn’t like to think about his childhood. It hadn’t always been a pleasant one. “Yep.”

Emma took a step closer to him. “So, Klaudius. Tell me how a pickpocket from the slums of Whiteridge managed to learn magic?”

Klaudius looked at her, then at the other men in the room. They all watched him with hard eyes and suspicious expressions. “I like to read,” he said.

Well, that didn’t help. The air of distrust in the room thickened like fog, frowns deepened, and hands inched towards swords.

“Oh, by the gods,” Klaudius groaned. “Look, I like to fucking read, okay? When I was younger, any time an emissary from the academy would come into town, I’d find a way to pester them and ask questions until they practically cuffed me. A few times, I was able to buy books from them as well. From that, I managed to learn a few basic spells. Is that answer good enough?”

It seemed that it was. Everyone relaxed a fraction.

“You must understand that we’re on edge right now,” Emma said. “The raiders have decreased their patrols due to your attacks, and rumor has it they’re going to send the spare soldiers down to the Docks to help further the oppression.”

“And what’s that got to do with me?” Klaudius asked.

Emma threw up her hands. “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Klaudius, will you relax a bit? We’re on the same side here.”

“Everyone take a breath,” Garick said, his deep baritone booming in the small room. “Look, none of us trust anyone, and for good reason. But everyone in this room has been vetted. Klaudius, we’re fighting the same battle as you, and we’ve probably been doing it longer. Emma, he answered your question with the truth spell. You know he’s good.”

Klaudius took a deep breath. “Sorry. Yeah, I got a bit of info from the patrol I killed with the sorcerer.”

“Please,” Emma said. “It would help us. And perhaps we could help you.”

“You’ll definitely have to help me,” Klaudius said. “I certainly can’t do it alone, and I’d rather not die trying.”

“What was your original plan, then?” Emma asked.

“Basically, to die trying,” Klaudius said. “I was told that the sorcerers in charge of the Scarlet Raiders all live in the Temple of Zira. They’re mostly nocturnal, and there are around a dozen of them.”

“If we can attack them there, we could end this whole thing,” Emma said.

“Yeah, but then you’d have to fight a dozen sorcerers at once,” Klaudius said. “Also, I’ve heard there is something unnatural about the temple itself. Maybe it’s just their influence, I don’t know.”

“That is a big help,” Emma said. “They’ve worked hard to keep their numbers secret, and especially their location. Everyone knows the temple was desecrated and lies in ruin. It’s little more than a cemetery.”

“Perfect for them,” Klaudius said. “They worship an ancient demon-god named Setyx. You might recognize the name; someone tried to bring him into this world centuries ago, and he was defeated right here, by priests of Zira. Perhaps he has a grudge against this city, I don’t know.”

“I’ve heard that name,” Emma said with a frown.

“He’s a dangerous character,” Klaudius continued. “A being of chaos and evil. One of my books mentions him briefly, as well as the lengths his followers will go to gain his favor.”

“The eyes,” Emma said.

“Yes,” Klaudius said with a nod. “They removed their own eyes, burned them out, but Setyx gave them new sight, at least from what I understand. Most of the magic the sorcerers know likely deals with death and torture. It’s nasty stuff. Setyx isn’t exactly the stuff of bedtime stories. He’s a being of pure evil, and his followers tend to follow suit.”

Great,” Garick rumbled. “Sounds like we have our work cut out for us.”

“We know where they stay; we know where to strike,” Emma said. “We just need to figure out how we’re going to attack. What will even harm them.”

“And we need to strike fast,” Garick added. “We know they’re planning an attack of some sort. Some think it’s against us, some think it’s against Black Skull.”

“I have some ideas,” Klaudius said. “I’ll definitely need some help, though.”

“You’re in a good place for help,” Emma said. “Just tell us what you need and we’re here for you.”

With the torches highlighting her beautiful face, Emma just watched him for a moment. Klaudius stared back at her, completely entranced by her beauty. That a woman like her was also a fighter…. Well, Klaudius couldn’t help but think she might just be the perfect woman.

“Alright,” Klaudius said, giving her a smile. “Listen up.”
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General Carmick placed his boot on the chest of a dying man and pulled his sword out of the man’s ribs with a grunt. The blade had caught on bone, so tearing it out sent a river of blood to the paving stones. Several of his soldiers were busy processing the locals they had rounded up just minutes ago. The screaming people didn’t work for Black Skull, but they were in the area so they would do.

The air was thick with pungent smells: blood, urine, and every other fluid that could come out of a man. The smell of a good slaughter always put Carmick in a better mood. It was the smell of good, hard work being done. The smell of progress.

This type of work should have been left to his troops, but it felt good to hold steel in his hand again and feel the impact in his wrists as the sword struck flesh and bone. Besides, he had to take his anger out somehow and, between Black Skull and Irakas, he had room for little more than anger these days. The bodies lying at his feet had served well in venting some of his frustrations. Their faces were still frozen in horror.

“Make sure each body gets hacked up good and proper, but leave the faces untouched so people will recognize them,” he ordered. “Then throw them on the carts. We’re sending a message, here.”

His men shouted their acknowledgement and went back to doing the good work, running people through with spears and swords and dismembering their corpses.

One of the locals was on his knees, begging for his life. He had thought they were only coming after Black Skull, but he learned the hard way anyone else nearby was fair game. The man promised all of his money, even his own house if they let him live.

Two spears were thrust into his gut, doubling him over in agony. He clutched his bleeding stomach and shouted in pain. Another soldier approached him from behind and swung his axe into the man’s lower back like he was chopping wood. The man cried out weakly as his body flopped limply onto the ground and the soldiers continued hacking at him.

Had he just accepted his death, it would have been less painful, Carmick thought to himself with a chuckle. People couldn’t fight against this. They were learning that the hard way.

In three days they were to begin their takeover of the Docks, where they would kill every last man that was even remotely associated with Black Skull. This? This was just to clear the path, and to let people know they meant business.

His men knew their orders; when that day came, nothing was forbidden. They were to unleash a horror, the likes of which had never before been seen, upon the people there. Carmick didn’t plan on leaving a single man, woman, or child alive, with the exception of the fifty Irakas had requested be delivered to the temple before then.

When the slaughter was complete, Irakas was confident the rest of the city—including the king himself—would cave and bend the knee to him. He insisted that all the death and destruction they were to cause would actually lead to less deaths in the long run. Some logic.

The only problem was those damn archers that Black Skull used. As the Scarlet Raiders patrols worked their way deeper into the Docks, they came across archers seemingly everywhere. The bastards were dug in like ticks on a wild dog. Carmick had lost a dozen of his men to those archers today alone, and he had to have his men bring crossbows in order to fight back. Even with the Raiders’ far-superior numbers, whittling through Black Skull was going to be a hard, bloody fight.

The latest round of killings was part of the plan. Scarlet Raider patrols were butchering people on the outskirts of the Docks and dumping their bodies further in to convince people to consolidate into a smaller area. Herding them like that, Carmick thought, would optimize the slaughter when the time was ripe.

A year ago, he would have recoiled at the thought of murdering countless innocents, especially his own countrymen. He would have refused to take part in such senseless murder.

Well, many things had happened in the past year. He was a different man, now. Carmick had gone from being a captain in the King’s Guard to becoming a general in the Scarlet Raiders. He had completely set his mind to the task; any thoughts of sympathy or compassion were seen as weakness, and he had rooted them out of his mind and destroyed them.

He served a new master now, and that master rewarded discipline with power. Now he was finally able to admit that he thoroughly enjoyed killing, and he felt no guilt for it. History was said to be written by the victors. He was glad to finally be on the right side for once.

“Jernas, get your lazy ass moving and help Kent load those bodies onto the handcarts!” he shouted.

The soldiers moved quickly to obey his shouted orders. All the soldiers in the Scarlet Raiders were aware of their general’s short temper and propensity for violence.

“How goes your progress, General?”

Carmick nearly leaped out of his skin at the harsh voice rasping beside him. He immediately turned and dropped to one knee, eyes downcast.

How he hated these sorcerers and all the groveling they demanded. Killing a man with steel was something he respected; pitting strength against strength and blade against blade. The unpronounceable words and hand motions these sorcerers used felt dishonest to Carmick, but he couldn’t deny the effectiveness of their spells.

“Our progress goes well, Great Master. We have killed a total of fifty today, and will be dumping the final dozen bodies deeper into the Docks within the hour. We’re steadily herding everyone deeper into the slums. Everything is going precisely as planned.” Not really, but he didn’t want to tell one of these sorcerers about their troubles with archers.

“Excellent,” the sorcerer rasped.

Carmick flinched as a bony hand reached down and grabbed him beneath his chin, lifting. The sorcerer’s skin was soft and clammy, his fingers like slender maggots on Carmick’s jaw. Carmick stood as the sorcerer continued lifting, until they stood eye to burned eye sockets.

This close, he could smell the sorcerer. The sourness of the sorcerer’s breath, the smell of char and ash from his empty eye sockets. It was enough to turn Carmick’s stomach to acid, but he forced himself to meet that eyeless stare unflinchingly. This was Great Master Azariah he faced. While not as filled with rage as Irakas, Azariah had a deep love of cruelty and torture.

“You are making good progress, General. See that you continue. You know the price of failure.”

Great Master Azariah released Carmick’s chin and slowly walked toward the group of soldiers. Thankfully, they were smart enough to drop to their knees when he approached. The sorcerer noted the mutilated bodies loaded onto the carts and nodded in approval.

Now that the bodies were on the carts, it was time to continue. Carmick motioned for his men to start pushing the carts down the street, and they traveled deeper into the Docks. They went at a slow pace; the carts in front followed by the rest of the soldiers in two files. Carmick stayed toward the rear, but Great Master Azariah walked calmly down the center of the street. Carmick wasn’t used to having one of the sorcerers on a patrol with him, so he peered around the soldiers before him to—

From ahead, a flurry of arrows struck the soldiers like hail. The troops pushing the handcarts tipped them forward, dumping the bodies onto the street but immediately creating cover. The rest of the soldiers raced forward to take shelter behind the carts.

All except that slow bastard Jernas, who screamed in the street with an arrow in his thigh. Carmick shook his head in disgust and dived behind a cart. Another arrow struck Jernas in the center of his chest, and a third took him in the stomach. He fell to the ground, whimpering as he died. Good. He was more of a burden than an asset.

Great Master Azariah continued slowly walking down the center of the street as if nothing were out of the ordinary, even when two arrows buried themselves in his gut.

In response, he planted his feet and began chanting loudly. The arcane words almost seemed to blur Carmick’s vision and hiss in his ears, making basic thoughts difficult. The hail of arrows stopped.

Shaking the confusion from his mind, Carmick shoved one of his soldiers out of his way and peered around the edge of the cart. Five men gripping longbows stood in the intersection ahead. Something dragged them across the dirt street toward the sorcerer.

Carmick looked at Great Master Azariah and swallowed heavily. The sorcerer continued his invocation until the archers, shouting curses and struggling against forces they couldn’t see, were deposited in a heap twenty feet in front of him.

Great Master Azariah began making twisting motions with his hands, and Carmick watched in horror as the scene unfolded. The snapping of breaking bones suddenly filled the air and echoed off buildings as, one by one, the arms and legs of the archers bent at sharp angles. Bones protruded through torn flesh and blood sprayed across the street with each snap.

As the sorcerer’s hands pressed together, the archers screamed helplessly as their broken bodies were slammed against each other. The sorcerer squeezed his hands harder, as if he were crushing a piece of fruit in his grip. The archers reacted similarly, their bodies compressed so firmly that their screams became tortured gasps for air.

The sorcerer increased the volume of his chanted spell until he was shouting the arcane words, and as his intensity rose, so did the suffering of his victims.

Several soldiers flinched as one archer’s head exploded like a piece of rotten fruit striking pavement, splattering its contents across the street. More soldiers turned and heaved at the slopping sounds of archers’ bodies being forced into a single mass, blood and entrails leaking into piles around them.

Great Master Azariah’s spell came to its crescendo and he threw his arms wide with the final word. The solid mass of gore that had once been five men burst outward, spraying the street and nearby buildings with blood and chunks of flesh.

Great Master Azariah calmly pulled the two arrows from his gut, then tossed them to the ground with a frown. His expression deepened as he turned and saw the Scarlet Raider soldiers heaving their guts behind him. He took two steps closer to them and addressed them like unruly children.

“If your bellies are too weak for battle, perhaps I should find stronger men with which to conquer this city,” he said scornfully, disgust clear on his eyeless face. “Let this display of my power provide the impetus for your own work to continue uninterrupted.” He left them, slowly walking back in the direction from which he had come. No one dared look at him as he left.

Soldiers scrubbed their mouths with the backs of their hands and scrambled to their feet, pointedly ignoring the bloodsoaked street in front of them. Carmick felt both sick and triumphant after seeing the horrible display. Surely no one could stand against the Scarlet Raiders when they wielded that much power.

And yet, the tiniest fragment of his soul, the miniscule shred of human decency that still clung to him, screamed that this was wrong. He refused to hear that voice, blocked out any thoughts of weakness, and focused on his soldiers instead. He would not let himself be weakened by something as pathetic as compassion. He had to be strong. Hard, and uncaring.

“Stop your sniveling and get back to work!” He clambered to his feet and once again assumed the role of fearless general. “Get those bodies back on the handcarts! We only have another two blocks to go today. Then, you can go home and cry to your mothers, you spineless sons of whores! Have you never seen blood before?”

If any soldier had voiced that their great General Carmick had also been nearly driven to sickness by the display of violence, they would have wound up on the carts with the rest of the bodies.
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Klaudius sat with his back against the wall, right next to the door. On occasion a distant scream would penetrate the otherwise calm of the room, making most of the inhabitants jump. Klaudius remained calm and waited for the right opportunity. It would come, and soon.

“You have ice in your veins, you know that?” Emma said. She sat just a few feet away from him, on the other side of the door. A sudden shriek came from one or two streets over and she flinched.

Klaudius checked the edge of his dagger, then slid it back into his sheath. “Just waiting for the time to be right, and then I’ll handle things.”

“We’ll handle things,” Emma corrected.

“Yeah, you can’t forget about us,” Garick said, leaning forward. He sat on the other side of Emma with his back against the wall. “No more going solo. We’ll take them down together. There is strength in numbers.”

Klaudius looked around the common room. At least three dozen people hunkered down beneath tables here in The Full Moon. Edmund himself was hiding behind the thick wooden bar with a heavy crossbow and a club. The windows had been boarded up, leaving only the door as a possible entryway. Anyone that came through that door would be pincushioned in a matter of seconds.

Entire families hid in the building, many weeping quietly at what they thought was certain death coming their way. Fathers with hard eyes gripped bows and daggers and glared at the door, daring any Scarlet Raiders to try their luck. Mothers held their children tightly and whispered promises of safety.

“What are you waiting for?” Emma asked.

“Our scout,” Klaudius replied. He looked up at the door, seeing how much light came through the boarded-up windows. “And for the sun to go down a bit. I’d rather not work in full daylight.”

One of the serving girls crouched low and moved across the floor toward them. She held a platter in her hand with some simple food—just bread, cheese, and some apples.

“Keep your strength up,” she said. After a moment she came back with three mugs of dark ale. “And Edmund said keep your courage up as well.”

Shouting voices came from outside. They sounded close. Klaudius looked over at Emma. Fear was present in her eyes, but she had it under tight control. Garick looked like nothing was out of the ordinary. The only thing that bothered him was that there wasn’t more food and beer. He eyed the bread in Emma’s hand, clearly wondering if she was going to eat it.

“She’s back!” Edmund called out in a loud hiss.

After the sound of something heavy scraping across the floor, Klaudius heard Edmund talking low to someone. Moments later, a girl crawled out from behind the bar. She looked to be nine or ten, but Klaudius knew she was thirteen. Going to bed every night with an empty stomach would do that.

“What did you see, Nance?” Emma asked as she reached out for the girl.

Nance moved in close and let Emma hug her tightly. After that, she moved back and glanced at the other two, then finally spoke. The poor girl was terrified, but she was so used to fear that she didn’t let it get in her way.

“They’re close,” she said. “They should be on our street right about now. Their general was with them for a good long while, but he just left. Also, they had one of those creeps in the black robes with them for a moment, but he left also.” She suddenly closed her eyes and pressed her hands against her stomach. “He killed so many people. Crushed them like they was dolls.”

“You did good,” Garick said. “Real good.”

“All of these people in some part owe their lives to you,” Emma said quietly as she gestured around the room.

Nance looked over her shoulder at all the people hiding beneath the tables. Her expression was numb and blank. She had seen too much, too young.

“You were very brave for going out there,” Klaudius said to her. “You have the courage of ten men.”

She sniffed and her eyes suddenly glistened with unshed tears, but her voice was firm. “They killed my papa. I want revenge. I just wish I was big enough to fight with you.”

Klaudius looked over his shoulder at the window set in the door. Only faint light came through now. Good, it was time.

“I promise we’ll avenge your father,” Emma said to the little girl, then hugged her tightly.

Klaudius, Emma, and Garick all crawled away from the door and made their way to the bar. Each of them carried a bow and had a full quiver slung across their shoulders. Emma and Klaudius were able to fit into the secret passage down to the basement, but Garick had to take a different route. Bastard was as wide as two men and probably just as heavy.

“Ethosian,” Klaudius said, holding his hand up. A small flame sputtered into existence above his palm and hovered there.

“Impressive,” Emma said.

Klaudius just gave her a smile. He didn’t want to tell her that even that basic spell was difficult for him. He knew a few more that could come in handy, but casting them was damn hard. And he knew one that would damn near kill him to use. That was only for emergencies.

Once Garick joined them, they all carefully moved to the side of the basement, where a narrow set of stairs led up to street level. Garick went first and grunted as he pushed open the heavy door.

“Almost forgot how heavy that thing was,” he said as he climbed up. The opening was just barely wide enough for him to fit.

Emma went next, and Klaudius couldn’t help but stare at her magnificent ass as she went up the ladder. In all his years, he had never seen something so beautiful. He let his flame spell fade and hurried up the ladder after her, hoping she hadn’t noticed his looking.

When Klaudius reached the top of the stairs, he pressed himself against the side of the building with Emma. Garick grabbed onto the heavy lid and moved it back into place. The wood of the lid had been carved and painted to look like stone, and a weathered barrel sat on top of it. Anyone passing by would only see an old barrel on the cobblestone alley. The low light at the end of the day helped.

“I’ll go first,” Klaudius said. Garick was simply too large for stealth, and he wasn’t sure of Emma’s capabilities yet.

He crept down the narrow alleyway, hugging the wall of the pub until he reached a corner. Only faint voices reached his ears; they were close, but far enough away that he was safe. He slowly peered around the corner.

Three or four dozen soldiers in Scarlet Raiders attire walked away from them in two files. The soldiers were all armed with spears and axes, and followed two large handcarts. Bodies filled those carts, and the trails of blood they left on the street showed how much they had been used. Klaudius looked down and saw two fingers lying on the paving stones. He shook his head in disgust.

“They don’t see us,” he whispered to his companions.

Each of them limbered up their bows for a moment, then nocked arrows. Klaudius took a deep breath and cast a spell on his arrowhead. It was another minor one, but at this point everything helped. He put the same spell on Emma and Garick’s arrowheads.

“Now,” Klaudius said. He stepped out into the street with Emma and Garick right behind them. They drew their bows as one, and on Klaudius’s whispered count, they loosed as one. Even with the sun setting, it was an easy shot.

They didn’t stay to watch the arrows land. Klaudius was good enough with a bow that he needed no confirmation. The moment they ducked back into the alley, several screams reached them. Angry shouts followed, along with the sound of stomping boots.

“Move!” Emma whispered harshly.

Together, they ran down the alley and made a sharp left behind the pub. They hugged the rear of the building and moved on to the next one, which they had previously explored. There was a window sill at just the right height, especially with an old crate and barrel just casually left there….

Klaudius scurried up the window and grabbed onto the roof, then pulled himself up. Once on the roof he turned and laid on his belly, then hung over the edge and helped pull Emma up. Both of them offered hands for Garick. Helping the big man up felt like Klaudius’s arm was going to be pulled out of socket.

They kept low as they hurried up the sloping roof. An emergency ladder stood against the back wall, and they climbed it as quickly as possible.

“You really think this will work?” Emma asked as they lay flat on the roof.

“They won’t be looking at a second-story rooftop,” Klaudius said. He hoped it was true. It was a risk, but one worth taking.

Sure enough, only seconds later a squad of Scarlet Raider troops walked down the alleyway, shouting threats and curses and breaking things as they passed. With their focus staying all around them, they never bothered looking up.

Klaudius held an arrow in front of his face and whispered an incantation. The broadhead glowed for a brief second, then faded back to dull metal. He waited until the soldiers were out of sight, then crept to the front of the roof.

“Let’s get the carts, too,” Emma said, suddenly right beside him. She held an arrow in front of Klaudius and he cast the same spell on it.

“I’m out,” he whispered. “No more magic for me tonight.” Emma looked a question at him, so he explained. “Magic takes strength from the caster. I’m not very strong in magic, so I’m limited in what I can cast. Just these spells will leave me exhausted.”

“Well, let’s hope they’re worth it,” Emma said.

“Clear behind us,” Garick said in a harsh whisper.

Klaudius and Emma swiftly moved into a kneeling position—no easy feat on the angled roof—and loosed two arrows. They immediately flattened themselves to avoid detection, but Klaudius was able to watch the results.

His arrow struck a Scarlet Raiders soldier in the base of his neck. Upon impact, flesh exploded outward, showering the surrounding soldiers with red. Emma’s arrow struck one of the handcarts right in the center of the wheel. It exploded as well, splintering wood and completely ruining the wheel.

Klaudius’s spell wasn’t particularly powerful, but when utilized correctly the results could be devastating. The remaining soldiers shouted in anger and surprise and chaos unfolded.

“Time for me to get to work,” Garick said, sliding down the roof on his belly.

“Are you ready?” Klaudius asked Emma.

She looked over at him and nodded once.

The three of them made their way down the roof, being careful to move silently. Even big Garick did a good job of staying quiet. They descended the ladder, and eventually found themselves back on the alleyway. As quietly as possible, they unsheathed their swords and crept between buildings. Klaudius went first and peered around the corner of the building.

The soldiers were in a fury after being attacked, especially after having to face down so many archers from Black Skull. They shouted threats and curses in every direction and split up into small groups to search the area for whoever had fired upon them.

“Back up,” Klaudius said, gesturing to his comrades.

They all backed down the alley and waited at the rear of the building; Klaudius right at the corner, with Emma behind him and Garick towering over them both, his massive two-handed sword in his grip.

“We get the first two, then Garick goes to work,” Klaudius whispered over his shoulder. Emma squeezed his arm in confirmation.

Voices came to Klaudius’s ears. Soldiers, banging their weapons against buildings while yelling violent threats. Ah, these bastards were all the same. They thought just shouting some threats would make everyone crumble in fear. They never expected anyone to outright confront them, and their shoddy discipline tended to fall apart when that happened.

Klaudius looked over his shoulder and nodded. The voices came closer. He held his rapier tightly in one hand and drew his arm back.

A group of four soldiers suddenly came down the alleyway, each with a short sword in hand.

“I tell you, when I find this wanker I’m gonna cut his fucking—” the man’s impotent threat was interrupted by Klaudius’s rapier piercing his temple. He dropped like a stone. Klaudius immediately ducked back and was replaced by Emma. She ran the next man through the side of the neck, twisted, and tore her rapier free, spraying his throat onto the street.

By the time the other two soldiers realized what had happened, Klaudius and Emma had already moved out of the way. Garick suddenly swung his massive sword in a great sideways arc. The blade connected with the first soldier’s neck, chopping it right through. Garick let the momentum of his sword continue the swing, and circled it around into the final man. It hacked deeply into his chest, nearly cutting him in half.

And just like that, four members of the Scarlet Raiders were dead before they could even raise an alarm.

“Well, that was easy,” Garick said, leaning on his sword.

“The fact that you can cut people in half with that thing definitely helps our cause,” Klaudius said. Behind him, Emma chuckled.

“Alright, next group,” Klaudius said. Even though he knew neither of his friends had taken any wounds, he quickly glanced over them. Good habits led to long lives, after all.

“You’re pretty quick with that thing,” Emma said as they hurried down a back alley.

Klaudius wasn’t sure what to say in response to that. He felt a sudden draw to Emma; a strong, beautiful woman led by her passions. A woman that would fight by his side.

He glanced over at her, at the determined look on her beautiful face. That was a woman worth dying for. A woman worth killing for. A woman that made him want to fight.

He reached out with his free hand and grabbed hers. She looked down at their hands, then back at him. He gave it a squeeze, and they both smiled at each other.

“Let’s see if we can kill them all before they flee,” Klaudius said, setting his mind back to the Scarlet Raiders. There would be time for love in the future. Now, it was time for vengeance.
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Celebrations had a tendency to be strange during tumultuous times. Death was all around, and the Scarlet Raiders were determined to slaughter their way into the throne room. The few places they didn’t have under their control had to deal with Black Skull, and they were nearly as bad, although thankfully they weren’t led by cultist sorcerers with burned-out eyes.

But sometimes bits of sunshine could burn through the dark clouds. Sometimes, courage, strength, and good old fashioned grit could shine through and bring a moment of respite.

“We owe you our lives,” a man said to Klaudius. He stood next to him, a mug of ale in his hand. “All of us do. Thank you.” He raised his mug and two dozen other people in the common room did the same.

“Garick did most of the work,” Klaudius said, smiling at the man. “And Emma did most of the planning. They’re the ones that deserve your praise. I just got a bit of revenge.”

“And you took the lead and guided us down all these alleys,” Emma said. “And let’s not forget how you heard that group of three soldiers sneaking up behind us and killed all of them before Garick and I could even react. We owe you our lives as well.” She raised her mug and winked at him. “Turns out you do know how to use that sword.”

“Ah, shit,” Klaudius said, looking down into his beer. He didn’t know how to handle situations like this. He had been a loner for the better part of a year, just trying his best to avenge his family. He looked over at Emma and saw her smiling at him.

“To Klaudius!” Garick shouted. His booming voice filled the entire room.

“Klaudius!” everyone shouted in return as they raised their mugs.

Klaudius waved a hand at them and sipped on his ale. He didn’t like being in the spotlight like that. He just wanted to run his sword through Scarlet Raider’s heart and kill that bastard Irakas.

“I knew bringing you in was the right move,” Edmund said, beaming a smile at him. “Feels like we might actually have a chance, now.”

Emma placed her arm around Klaudius and glanced over at Edmund. She was tall, nearly the same height as him. “You did good on bringing Klaud in, uncle. The Scarlet Raiders are gonna feel this one.” She smiled at Klaudius and the two just looked at each other for a moment, staring into each other’s eyes.

“Kiss him!” a man shouted from the crowd.

“Kiss him!” someone else added.

Emma blushed and bit her bottom lip. She looked away for a moment, then leaned in and placed a quick kiss on Klaudius’s lips. Klaudius tried not to react, but inside he was doing backflips.

Klaudius turned and looked at the people that filled the common room. They were mostly the ones that had been hiding in here while the Scarlet Raiders terrorized the area. They saw Emma’s kiss and their cheers grew louder, but some weren’t satisfied.

“That’s not a kiss!”

“Come on, he’s a hero!”

“Give him a real kiss or I will!” one woman yelled.

Klaudius looked over and caught Edmund’s eye. The big man gave him a look that could only be described as fatherly and approving. He nodded.

Klaudius reached out and took Emma by her upper arm and pulled her close. She turned, slightly surprised but expectant, and their lips met.

Klaudius’s heart pounded from the moment they touched. He wrapped her in his arms, holding her tightly as their lips parted and their tongues met. The room erupted in cheers and men saying things like “that’s my boy!”

He finally released her, and as his hand slid away Emma reached over and caught it in hers. Their fingers intertwined and Klaudius looked over at her. Color still stained her cheeks, but she held his gaze and smiled while squeezing his hand.

They stayed that way for quite some time, hand-in-hand. Something about it just felt right to Klaudius. They eventually separated and talked to people, but Emma kept glancing at him and shooting smiles his way for the rest of the evening. Klaudius knew he needed to make a move, but the truth was, his mind had been set on revenge for so long he was afraid he didn’t know how to treat a woman or even flirt.

“I suppose honesty is the best policy,” Klaudius muttered to himself later on. He had been speaking with a farmer, but kept catching Emma’s eye. It was time to say something. Fortune favored the bold, as they said.

Emma was speaking with a small group of women, though he couldn’t hear what they were talking about. Some of them smiled at Klaudius as he approached, but he only had eyes for the warrior woman in front of him. Emma turned and saw him.

“Hey, can I say something?” he said as Emma smiled.

“Of course,” she said.

Klaudius reached out and took her hand, then pulled her a few steps away. He took a deep breath.

“Something,” he said.

Emma blinked.

“Oh come on, that was funny and you know it,” Klaudius said.

Emma grinned. “It was, but please tell me you wanted to say more than that.”

“I do, actually,” he said. Another deep breath. “Look. I’m better with a sword than with words, so I’m going to try not to fumble this too much. I like you. I like you a lot. All I can think about is revenge, though. I want to kill every member of the Scarlet Raiders. I fear I won’t make a good partner with a mindset like that.”

Emma nodded and squeezed his hand. “So, we kill the Scarlet Raiders together, then. Once that’s done, we figure things out.”

“I was thinking of leaving Whiteridge,” Klaudius said. “But seeing as you have family here, I imagine you’ll want to stay.”

“What about your family?” she asked.

“All dead,” Klaudius replied after a pause. “The Scarlet Raiders gave me that gift.”

“Oh, Klaud,” Emma said, giving him a look of sympathy.

“I know this might not be the most romantic thing to ask, but I want you to fight by my side,” Klaudius said. “Help me do this. After that, let’s put just as much effort into creating a peaceful life together. I have a small house and some money stashed away, and…I dunno. I just want you in my life.”

Emma’s smile lit up her face. “I think that sounds lovely, Klaud. Where do we start?”

Klaudius grinned. “I have an idea, actually. I’ll need some help, though.”

“Why do I get the feeling this is a dangerous idea, and not an entirely good one?” Emma asked.

Klaudius shrugged. “Yeah, sounds about right. Maybe you can help me…temper it a bit. I’ll need some muscle, too.”

“I can get Garick to help us,” Emma said.

Klaudius paused. “I was going to ask if he was completely trustworthy, but considering you two work together I’m assuming you’ve already vetted him.” He rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. “I mean, I’ve worked with him too. I’m sorry, I’m just being jumpy.”

Emma nodded. “Garick’s wife was killed by the Scarlet Raiders. You might be the only person more dead-set on revenge than him.”

“Alright, so we have a team,” Klaudius said, gently pulling her toward a table. “Let me tell you my plan. Although it begins with a question. What do you know about fireworks?”
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It seemed that as his planned attack grew nearer, Klaudius found himself in the common room more often. Not that he minded; it was the one place he felt safe in that damn city. Plus, he needed to see a man, and that man only visited The Full Moon.

Klaudius nursed his ale until that man entered the room. Amazu caught his eye and Klaudius touched his coin purse. Amazu nodded and went to his table.

His dark skin and black hair marked him as a foreigner in Whiteridge, as did his strange clothing. He wore a necklace of strange bones around his neck, and silver rings on each finger. Amazu Obasey sold knowledge the way a butcher sold meat. He also had access to many strange and rare things that someone in Klaudius’s position might need. In short, Amazu was a valuable man to have as an ally, and a very dangerous man to have as an enemy.

A few minutes later, a serving woman brought a drink to Amazu. He sipped on it while shuffling through the pages of a small, leather-bound book. He muttered to himself while turning the pages.

Not long after that, another man walked in. Klaudius didn’t know him, but the man was often seen in Amazu’s presence. He dressed like a mercenary; working clothes in dark colors, a sword at his waist, and a battered leather breastplate. The man sat at the table next to Amazu and struck up conversation with the serving girl.

Amazu finally looked up at Klaudius and made a small gesture with his hand. That was his invitation. Klaudius grabbed his drink and walked over to his table, then raised his right hand in greeting.

“Good day to you, Klaudius,” Amazu said in his low, rough voice. He raised his hand and returned the gesture. “Sit, please.”

Klaudius sat across from the tall man and took a sip of his beer. “And to you, Amazu. How’s the family been lately?”

Amazu sighed deeply. “My wife, she is pregnant again. I would normally celebrate, but these are not good times to raise children. Instead, I am filled with concern. These Raiders have always been bad, but now people are too frightened to leave their homes. And enough of Black Skull has been killed that business has slowed to a trickle.”

Amazu smuggled poisons and rare magical items and often sold them to Black Skull. He sold them to a few choice others as well; only those that were willing to take up the fight against the Scarlet Raiders. Fortunately, Klaudius was one of those few. He knew Amazu would have exactly what he needed.

“The city feels ready to collapse,” Klaudius said. “I’m just hoping things will be done soon.”

Amazu nodded. “Word has reached my ears that you and two others struck a blow to the Scarlet Raiders recently.” He raised his mug. “You have my gratitude. If you keep this up, I may introduce you to my eldest daughter.”

Protocol was important with Amazu. He wouldn’t talk business until he had shared a drink with a man and spoken about life and current events. Klaudius didn’t mind. It was a good way to learn things. For both of them.

Klaudius grinned. “I think I’m actually good on that front.”

“No, you?” Amazu said, leaning back. He grinned. “Klaudius, are you telling me you have something on your mind other than revenge?”

“Yes, but only a little,” Klaudius said with a grin of his own.

“Who is she?” Amazu asked, leaning forward with interest. “Tell me, I must know. This is personal, not business. I must know who my friend has his eyes on.”

“Emma,” Klaudius said after a pause.

“Emma?” Amazu asked as if he didn’t believe it. “Edmund’s niece?”

“The same,” I said.

“Oh, be careful with her,” Amazu said.

“Uh oh,” I said. “What do I need to know?”

“That she can probably beat you with a sword,” Amazu said. “No, she is a good woman, as good as they come. Just make sure you treat her well, or she might feed you your own liver.”

“Sounds like my kind of woman,” I said.

“Well, I just hope we can see Whiteridge returned to peace, so that you two can live a good, long life together,” Amazu said. “You know, those bastards are preparing for a slaughter.”

Klaudius nodded, his face grim. “Yeah. We know.”

“Their recent foray into the Docks was just a warm up. Sending a message.” Amazu took a long breath and spoke quietly. “I do what I can, but I know it’s not enough. And with so many people now relying on Black Skull for protection against the Scarlet Raiders…. There are days I fear we have stepped into the lion’s den to save ourselves from the wolves.”

Klaudius decided that was a safe segue into talking business. “On that note, I wanted to—”

Amazu raised his hand and cut Klaudius off, then leaned over to the bandit-looking fellow seated next to them. “Isidor,” he said.

The man immediately struck up conversation with the table next to him, just loud enough to ward off any eavesdropping. Not that it was a risk in The Full Moon but a man in Amazu’s position couldn’t be too careful. Amazu turned back to Klaudius and nodded.

“I need poison,” Klaudius said quietly. “The strongest you can get. I need to…. I need something that will kill sorcerers. If possible, something that can be spread through the air.”

Amazu reflexively made a sign to ward off evil at the mention of sorcerers. He frowned and took another drink of his ale as he thought.

“Black snakeroot will do it,” he said. “The flowers, when dried and ground into a powder, will kill any man that inhales it, even a witchman. It is very hard to acquire, though. How deep are your pockets?”

“As deep as your desire to see the Scarlet Raiders dead,” Klaudius replied.

Amazu gave him a hard look for a long moment and rubbed his stubbly jaw. He finally nodded. “I see. This is a dangerous path you walk, Klaudius. I hope you understand that.”

Klaudius indeed understood. Rumors had reached his ears of horrific tortures inflicted upon men caught trying to fight against the Scarlet Raiders. Everyone had heard those rumors; the Raiders made sure of that. What was left of those men was usually found bloated and floating face-down in the harbor.

“Will black snakeroot also work in water?” Klaudius asked.

Amazu scratched his neck. “Yes and no. If a man breathes it, within minutes he will be drowning in his own blood. It is a truly horrible death, only for the worst of enemies. If a man drinks it, it will turn his bowels to blood and water for days. If he manages to survive that, he will live, although he will be weak for the rest of his life.”

Klaudius nodded. It sounded perfect for his plan. “How much can you get me?”

Amazu narrowed his eyes. “I don’t think you understand how difficult it is to acquire. It only grows in the Sheil Wastes, down on the island of Dauvaeyja, in the deepest corner where the desert sands are black from volcanoes. Only when the wind is blowing to the south can you even think of going—”

Klaudius cut him off by setting a washed leather purse on the table and pulling it open. He counted out ten thick gold coins—truly a small fortune—and watched Amazu, who stared wide-eyed at the money. After a pause, Klaudius set two more coins on the table and pushed them across to his friend.

“I also need something flammable, like oil, and a barrelful. Preferably something that produces a lot of smoke.”

Amazu licked his lips, still staring at the coins. He reached out and scooped them up, transferring them to his own coin purse. “Oil that comes from the earth is not hard to find. We refine it and use it here in the Docks. The lighter parts of it will clean paint off steel and also burn as hot as the Nine Hells. The heaviest parts of the oil are used to caulk ships.”

“So, it’ll work?” Klaudius asked.

Amazu nodded. “Yes. If you want that much of it though, you’ll need someone to carry it.”

Klaudius allowed himself a faint smile. “I’ve got that covered.” He glanced over his shoulder to where Garick was leaning against the back of a bench.

“Then I can get what you need,” Amazu said. “And as soon as you need it.”

“Good,” Klaudius said. “One more thing. What do you know about fireworks? I need some.”

Amazu shook his head slowly. “You ask strange questions, my friend. I only know that their guild is on the eastern edge of the city, and they don’t like visitors. People think they practice dark magicks in there and avoid them as if they had the pox.”

Klaudius scoffed. “People say that about anything they don’t understand. It’s just certain chemicals, mixed just so. Do you think I can convince them to sell me any?” Klaudius’s grin was full of mischief, as he already knew the answer.

Amazu just shook his head again. “No, and if you tried to steal it they would kill you. They guard their secrets closely, as those secrets have made their guild quite wealthy.” He paused, clearly choosing his next words carefully. “Klaudius, you know I value secrecy. I have made my fortune on secrets. Whatever happens to you, I trust those secrets will remain just that. Right now, we share a common foe. You can’t afford to have your…ambitions create enemies among your friends as well.”

Klaudius just grinned. “So, how quickly can you have my things?”

Amazu smiled proudly. “I already have it all. When can you pick it up?”

Klaudius laughed. “And after all that about how hard it is to get black snakeroot. Oh, you devil. Regrettably, I can’t pick it up right now. I have something to take care of, first. How about tomorrow morning?”

Amazu extended his hand. “Deal.”

Klaudius grasped his hand and shook it firmly. After that, the two spoke of lighter topics as they finished their mugs. Amazu enjoyed talking about his family, especially his children’s accomplishments. Klaudius found it rather fascinating how a man that dealt in death was such a caring father.

“Peace be on you, Amazu Obasey,” Klaudius finally said, bowing his head slightly.

“And you, Klaudius,” Amazu said, giving the same bow. “To both you and Emma.”

Still holding his mostly empty mug, Klaudius stood and stretched, twisting to each side. He glanced around the common room and found Garick, then crossed the floor to where the big man was seated.

“Long day?” Klaudius asked as he approached. Garick looked tired.

“Every day is long, as of late,” Garick replied. He gestured to the seat next to him. “Have a seat, share a drink with me.”

“Mine’s almost gone, but I think I have something you’ll enjoy hearing,” Klaudius said as he sat down.

“Oh, that’s no good,” Garick said, waving his hand overhead. Moments later the serving girl showed up with a pitcher of dark ale. Garick took the pitcher and topped off both of their mugs. He grabbed his mug and downed half of it in one gulp, then topped it off again. “So, to what do I owe this pleasure?”

“Not sure if I would call it a pleasure,” Klaudius began.

“It’s always a pleasure with good ale,” Garick said, taking another long pull from his mug. He set it down and stifled a belch behind his hand. “Edmund just finished brewing this two days ago, so it’s nice and fresh.”

Klaudius couldn’t help but laugh at the big man. “I need your help,” Klaudius said.

“Right to business, eh? I like that. No beating around the bush. What do you need?”

“I need you to carry something for me,” Klaudius said. “Something heavy. Very heavy.”

“Where to?” Garick asked, twisting his mug on the table.

Klaudius lowered his voice. “The Temple of Zira. I need to make a delivery to some sorcerers.”

Garick froze with his mug halfway to his mouth. “Go on,” he said slowly.

Since his wife’s death, Garick had made it a point to be a thorn in the Scarlet Raiders’ side. He had killed so many of them that they had put a bounty of one hundred gold coins on his head. His personal vendetta damn near equaled Klaudius’s. It was good having a trustworthy companion like that. Especially one that was so damn big and inhumanly strong.

“I need you to carry a barrel of oil into the Temple of Zira with me tomorrow night,” Klaudius said quietly. He took another sip of ale while waiting for Garick’s reaction.

Garick set his mug down and pursed his lips in thought. “Does Emma know about this?”

“Emma will be there,” Klaudius said. “She’s helping me with another part of my plan.”

Garick nodded slowly. “If you’re trying to do what I think you are, then my answer is yes.”

Klaudius shook his head. “I can promise you that what I have planned is much worse than what you think I’m doing. I’m going to end this, Garick. The Scarlet Raiders are done.”

“When do you need me?” Garick asked.

“Tomorrow,” Klaudius replied. “Tomorrow morning. Meet me behind Amazu’s place to pick up the oil. Then the three of us will finish things tomorrow night.”

“I hope we teach those bastards a lesson,” Garick said solemnly.

“We will. Mark my words, we will.” Klaudius barked a laugh. “Although if things go well, none of them will be alive to learn the lesson.” He finished his mug of ale and said his goodbyes to Garick.

If there was one thing he had learned over the years, it was that knowledge was power. And often, it wasn’t what he knew but who he knew that had gotten him ahead in life.
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An old man, his gray hair mostly hidden by his broad-brimmed straw hat, pulled on the reins to slow his wagon as he approached the gate to a large, walled compound. He raised his hand in greeting and tipped his hat back as the two armed guards approached. They spoke briefly, and the three of them shared a laugh. One of the guards went to the wide gate and began pulling it open as the other guard waved the man through.

Klaudius knelt behind a small boulder nearby, his back pressed tightly against Emma. Together, they carefully scanned the area. For more than two hours since the sun had set they had hidden behind that very boulder, watching the front gate.

The Firemasters’ Guild, they called themselves. The guards and other members even had a bright red flower embroidered on the left breast of their coats and dresses to proudly display their membership.

However silly their name might have been, they took their security seriously. Anyone that sought entrance into the guild compound had to pass through that same gate, and they were very strict about things.

The two guards each wore mail shirts and wielded long halberds, long enough to pull a man off a horse and run him through. Conical steel helmets and bracers rounded out their armor.

Klaudius’s eyes followed the wall surrounding the compound; it was twice as tall as a man and made from heavy timbers that had been sharpened at the top. In other words, not the hardest thing at all to climb.

“Are you ready to start moving yet?” Emma whispered.

“Yeah,” Klaudius replied.

They moved as quietly as shadows from behind the boulder, creeping over to the right and toward the wall. Klaudius silently cursed the sand that made its way into his boots and clothes. They crawled into a shallow ridge, using it to hide their bodies as they moved closer to the corner of the compound—and more importantly, further away from the guards at the main gate.

“Still haven’t seen any sign of lanterns or other lights in that corner,” Emma said, pointing at the wall in front of them. “We should be good.”

Emma jumped as a loud noise cracked through the night, and Klaudius’s heart pounded against his ribs. He managed to keep his composure—sudden movements could give away their position.

“Does anything bother you?” Emma asked. “What in the Nine Hells was that, anyway?”

“An alarm? I fucking hope not,” Klaudius muttered.

Another bang sounded, followed by laughter coming from the guards.

“Idiots,” Klaudius whispered.

“Who, the guards for setting off fireworks for their own amusement? Or us, for attempting this?” Emma asked. She flashed a smile at him when he didn’t answer.

“You go first,” Klaudius said, pointing to the corner of the wall.

Emma nodded and pulled herself across the dry, hard ground. Her form-fitting leather pants were perfect for this, as they allowed for freedom of movement. And, Klaudius noted as he crawled behind her, they gave him an absolutely delightful view of her round bottom.

Emma glanced over her shoulder. “Are you staring at my ass?”

“Of course not,” Klaudius lied.

“Why not?” Emma replied with a grin. She turned back to the wall and crawled the rest of the way there.

They both leaned against the heavy logs of the wall for a moment, listening for any sounds of movement. They heard none.

“It’s going to take three days to get all this sand out of my clothes,” Emma whispered as she pulled her boot off. She poured dirt out of it, then pushed her foot back in.

“If you need help getting out of your clothes, I’m your man,” Klaudius said with a wink.

Emma stifled a laugh, then leaned over and pecked him on the lips. “You wish,” she said.

Klaudius just shrugged.

Emma had a length of rope looped around her waist like a belt, and now unwound it. She glanced at the height of the wall while tying a loop at one end. “Are we clear?” she asked.

Klaudius peeled his eyes away from the beautiful woman and watched the gate for a moment. “Yeah, we’re good,” he said.

Emma leaned back and spun the rope in a circle three times before throwing it at the top of the wall. It took her a second try, but she managed to get the loop secured around one of the timbers.

“They really should have thought more about that,” she said as she pulled on the rope. “Let me know when to climb.”

Although they were deep in shadow, Klaudius watched the gate until both guards were facing away from him. He gestured for Emma to go and heard her scurrying up the wall. As soon as she made it to the top, he took hold of the rope and pulled himself up, hand over hand while walking up the side.

Upon reaching the top of the wall, he grabbed it with his gloved hand and pulled himself up. The sharpened timbers weren’t a great place to relax, but they both rested there for a few seconds while Emma pulled the rope all the way up. She tossed the end of the rope inside the compound and slid down. Klaudius took advantage of his position and scanned the area.

Even late at night at least thirty people were hard at work, walking from place to place and carrying crates or lamps. A least a dozen buildings filled the compound, with an especially large one in the back that resembled a warehouse. Most of the people Klaudius saw seemed to be focusing on that building, so that made sense.

Every building was built from brick and stone, and was simple and functional in design; it dawned on Klaudius that wooden buildings would be too flammable for a place such as this. One spark could send an entire wooden building up in flames.

Emma motioned for him to come down, so Klaudius swung his legs over the wall and balanced himself for a moment. Once the soft soles of his boots gripped the side of the wall, he took hold of the rope and rappelled down and landed silently next to Emma.

Klaudius crouched next to Emma for a moment, both of them listening for any signs of life and checking their surroundings.

Dozens of heavy crates and wooden barrels filled this corner of the compound, some stacked three high. Klaudius carefully inspected several of them, looking for any writing that would clue him in on their contents. He found none.

“Help me push this,” Klaudius said, pointing to a crate nearby on the ground. It was the only one not stacked on others.

Emma bent down and pushed on the crate with Klaudius. It scraped across the ground, moving slowly toward the wall. Both of them strained from the effort and worked hard to keep their heavy breathing as quiet as possible. Finally, the crate butted up against the wall.

“Fuck,” Klaudius whispered. “I can’t remember the last time I had to work so hard to steal something.” Emma hid a laugh behind her hand.

They moved to the end of the stacked barrels and crates and looked around the compound again. From their vantage point, Klaudius could see a building nearby, made of brick like the rest. It was a tall building indeed; three stories with a sharply peaked roof covered in dark tiles. More importantly, it had two windows on the side facing him, partially open to allow the cool night air inside.

Klaudius nudged Emma and pointed to the windows. She looked at them and then nodded. They were going to have to be careful there. He held up one finger, two fingers, three…

Together, they hurried across the hard ground and crouched against the side of the building, keeping a keen ear toward the window in front of them. They crept forward a few feet until Klaudius was directly beneath the window.

He could hear voices from within, but they were too faint and muffled to discern any real words. Carefully, Klaudius inched his way toward the second window and knelt beneath it. Emma stopped right behind him with her hand on his back so he knew she was there. From that window he heard voices, and this time more distinctly.

A elderly woman with a thin, reedy voice was berating someone. “Well, I don’t like the fucking Scarlet Raiders either, but we need money to keep our bellies full, yes? So, get back to work, Kostis.”

“I just don’t like it,” said the other voice, this man called Kostis. “I don’t like making anything for them, Nissie. It don’t feel right to me, s’all I’m saying.”

“Oh, I understand, believe me. I don’t have a single ounce of love in my heart for those bastards. But what really doesn’t feel right to me is going hungry, so try to remember that the next time you feel your sense of morality is more important than supper.”

Kostis scoffed. “Can you believe them? Ordering—no, demanding!—this many fireworks on such short notice to celebrate their impending victory. Longer I work here, more I realize just how ridiculous people is.”

“Mmhmm,” the woman Nissie replied. “I’ve been with the guild my entire life, and in that time we’ve supplied fireworks for four different kings. Four! These Scarlet Raiders are no different, at least in that aspect. They’ll all be gone in a decade or so, and we’ll be here to light up the sky for whomever replaces them. The world may move on, but they always want fireworks.”

“Well…I still say we shouldn’t be working at night. These lamps and candles, they ain’t safe around all those fireworks.”

“On that point we agree. However, we have quotas to meet, so we’ll just have to make sure we’re extra careful now, won’t we?”

Klaudius glanced over his shoulder at Emma. They both nodded, silently agreeing to continue on from this building. What they wanted probably wasn’t there. Klaudius crept forward, then reached the edge of the wall and peered around.

Even this late at night, a number of men and women were hard at work moving from building to building, carrying crates or directing others. Several lamps hung from tall poles, illuminating the area with dim light. As busy as they were, no one looked to be paying attention to anything other than their tasks.

Thankful for how silent his boots were on the hard ground, Klaudius moved away from the building and back toward the wall, where he was once again immersed in deep shadow. Emma arrived only a few seconds behind him. Both of them wore dark clothing that made them indistinguishable from the shadowed timbers.

Klaudius glanced at Emma, and she nodded to let him know she was ready. They stayed low to the ground and moved along the wall, heading toward the back of the compound, where that one large building was located.

It was made from stone and brick like the rest, but it dwarfed everything else in the area. Standing four stories tall, it was at least a hundred paces wide, with several wide doors along the broad front wall. Workers moved in and out of the building, most hauling crates of supplies and finished products. A large wagon was parked right outside one of the wide double doors, and men carefully loaded wooden crates on it.

Klaudius quickly moved to the shadowed side of the massive building, where only two small windows and a single door were there to worry about. Emma moved in right behind him, as silent as his shadow. Just like they had with the previous building, they slowly crept toward the open windows.

The sound of heavy footsteps and muffled laughter caught Klaudius’s ear as he crawled, so he reached back to grab Emma and broke into a sprint, dragging her behind him. They scrambled around the back of the building and pressed themselves against it.

“Close,” Emma whispered.

Klaudius nodded, then held his ear next to the edge of the building. A door opened and slammed. He silently counted to five before peering around the corner.

A heavyset man wiped sweat from his forehead and just stood there for a moment, hands on hips as he breathed the cool night air. The man leaned forward and craned his neck, checking around the front of the dimly lit building. Apparently seeing no wandering eyes, he shuffled toward the compound’s outer wall, fumbling with the waistline of his pants the entire time. After a long groan, he began whistling thoughtlessly as he relieved himself on the timbers.

“Stay here,” Klaudius whispered to Emma. She nodded and kept her hand on her belt knife.

Klaudius hurried through the shadows, straight toward the urinating man. His whistling turned into a strangled yelp as Klaudius leaped onto his back and wrapped an arm around the man’s thick neck. He squeezed as hard as he could, cutting off the man’s calls for help and turning them into little more than muffled grunts.

Klaudius ducked his face against the man’s shoulder to avoid his fists. One still caught him across the back of his head, and one tagged his ear. He’d have a bruise in the morning, but nothing serious.

After a matter of seconds that felt like an eternity, the man finally fell to his knees and collapsed facedown in the dirt. Klaudius maintained his chokehold for a few more seconds before releasing his grip.

Without pause, Klaudius cut several strips from the man’s clothing and used them to tie his hands and feet. A final piece of cloth was balled up and stuffed into the man’s mouth.

“Sorry for how that tastes,” Klaudius said quietly, pushing himself to his feet. “I guess you shouldn’t have pissed your pants. You know, there’s probably a better place to relieve yourself than the wall.”

He slid his hands beneath the man’s armpits and he pulled hard, dragging the heavy body into the corner. A stack of crates there would help conceal him for the time being.

“Now do me a favor and wait a few minutes before waking up,” Klaudius said, scanning the area. The man stirred slightly, as if to refuse.

Klaudius dashed to the corner of the building where Emma was waiting for him. She reached out and took hold of his arm, helping to pull him down.

“Everything okay?” she asked in a soft whisper.

“Yeah,” Klaudius replied. “He should be out for a bit. We’ll have to be quick.”

“You had me worried there for a moment,” Emma whispered. She reached out and squeezed Klaudius’s arm and smiled.

Klaudius peered around the corner of the building and listened for a count of ten. Hearing and seeing nothing, he crawled to the first window and paused. Sounds of fading voices and a door closing came through the window. He knew it was only a matter of time before someone realized that man was missing, so they had to work quickly.

Slowly lifting his head above the windowsill, he looked around the room. Crates, boxes, and barrels lined the wall, with more items lying on a nearby table. He couldn’t help but smile at what he saw. It was exactly what they needed for his plan.

“Jackpot,” Klaudius said, turning back to Emma. “Get ready. Now the fun part begins.”
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Klaudius considered just climbing through the window, but that seemed like a great way to loudly fall and announce his presence to the whole compound. Instead, he grabbed Emma’s hand and pulled her behind him to the door only a few feet down the wall.

“Keep an eye out,” he whispered over his shoulder as he pressed his ear to the door. Nothing. Just silence.

Klaudius carefully opened the door, just wide enough to peer inside. Two men were in the long hallway, but they were walking away. He motioned for Emma to follow and pulled the door the rest of the way open.

They hurried into the hallway and went to the first door on the right. He tested the handle and, upon finding it unlocked, pushed the door open.

Large wooden crates lined the walls, many stacked nearly to the ceiling. A broad table stood beneath the window, upon which an opened crate sat along with neat stacks of fireworks ready to be loaded.

“Looks like they did the work for us,” Klaudius said.

He grabbed a nearby chair and jammed it beneath the doorknob, wincing at the loud noise it made. At the same time, Emma pulled two canvas sacks out and opened them. She glanced over at all the fireworks and grinned.

“How much do we need?” she asked.

“As much as we can carry,” Klaudius replied, looking around the room. “We could really use Garick right now, but I know stealth isn’t one of his stronger suits.”

Emma began scooping fireworks from the table and throwing them into her sack. Klaudius held a larger firework in hand, examining it. He picked at the waxed paper and began peeling it open.

“This is what causes the explosions,” he said, gently pulling some of the paper away. A fine black powder filled it. “This is all we really need, to be honest. Will those sacks hold a powder?”

Emma looked down at the sack. “These are for holding flour. As long as the powder isn’t finer than that, we’ll be fine.”

Before she had even finished speaking, Klaudius had slit the side of the firework open and dumped the powder into his sack. He did the same to the next one, and the next. Emma watched him for a moment, then did the same thing.

Klaudius worked as quickly as he could. He knew they had to leave as soon as possible. He scanned the room and pointed to a large coil of fuse.

“Get that, too,” he said.

Emma grabbed the fuse cord and threw it into her sack. They both continued dumping the powder into the flour sacks, but Klaudius quickly grew frustrated at the slow pace. He finally grabbed the largest fireworks he saw and stuffed them into each sack, then tied the tops.

“We can finish that later,” he said. “We need to hurry out of here.”

Emma nodded. They both slung the sacks over their shoulders and crosswise across their backs. Klaudius silently cursed the weight of the bag. It would make movement more difficult.

He climbed onto the table next to them. The window was already open slightly, so he pulled it open the rest of the way and held it for Emma.

Emma pushed her bag of powder and fireworks through, then crawled through right after. Klaudius knew that wasn’t the time to stare at her ass, but she was wearing those damn tight leather pants and the thing was just right there in front of him, so he couldn’t help it.

“Berthod! What in the Nine Hells are you doing in there? Open the damn door!” From outside, someone twisted the door handle and tried to push the door open. When it didn’t move, he began pounding on it.

“Shit,” Klaudius said. He tore his eyes away from Emma’s beautiful ass and leaped through the window, intending to hit the ground and roll. Instead, he fell like a sack of rocks, unceremoniously tumbling across the ground.

“Smooth,” Emma said, helping him to his feet.

“Not my best moment,” Klaudius muttered as he stood.

The two of them hurried away from the building to the nearby wall. Berthod was still there, wrists and ankles bound and his mouth stuffed with a gag. He was conscious now, of course, and glared at Klaudius and Emma like he wanted to strangle them both. He tried his best to shout for help, but his piss-soaked gag turned everything into a muffled grunt.

“How long do you think we have, Berthod?” Klaudius asked, kneeling next to the man. Berthod answered with a muffled shouted of rage.

“Oh, don’t antagonize the poor guy,” Emma said as she adjusted the sack on her back. “He’s just doing his job.”

“Well, maybe now he won’t piss on the wall anymore. Right, Berthod?” Klaudius reached over and patted him on the head. “Good thing I don’t have my rapier here with me, or I’d have to fight them all, eh? Good talk. You stay put.”

Moving deftly through the shadows, Klaudius and Emma hurried along the wall, keeping their bodies low to the ground. Klaudius briefly considered setting something on fire to create a distraction, but ultimately decided that blowing the entire compound up with them still inside was not the right direction to go.

“Shit,” Emma said.

Klaudius glanced over his shoulder and saw where she was looking. A man’s head emerged from the window they had jumped through.

“Over there! Thieves!” the man shouted, pointing at Klaudius and Emma. Within seconds, a bell began tolling loudly from within the compound.

Once they reached the stacked crates and barrels they had initially encountered when they first crossed the wall, they hurried between them. Klaudius stopped next to the crate they had pushed into position earlier and hoisted Emma onto it. She kept her momentum and ran two steps up the log wall, then grabbed onto the rope she had left there and started pulling herself up. The bag on her back was half the size of Klaudius’s, so she made it up with relative ease.

“Kill them!” someone shouted from behind them, their voice slightly frantic. “They’re stealing our secrets!”

“Come on!” Emma shouted from atop the wall.

Klaudius pushed himself onto the crate, then grabbed onto the rope and began his ascent. An arrow slammed into the wall right next to him, narrowly missing his arm. Still cursing the heavy bag on his back, he pulled himself up as quickly as he could, straining with the extra weight. He should have stolen something lighter.

With newfound strength born from fear, he grabbed onto the top of the wall and pulled himself up. His free hand threw the rope onto the other side, and Emma immediately began sliding down. Klaudius barely waited for her to move out of the way before taking hold of the rope himself. Another arrow struck the wall, so close it sliced his leg as it sank into the wood.

He swung over the top of the wall and began sliding down. One of the archers got lucky, and the next arrow sank into the rope, severing it.

Emma only had a foot to fall, but Klaudius suddenly found himself weightless. The ground rushed up to meet him so quickly that he barely had the time to register what had happened. The impact drove the air out of his lungs and he immediately rolled onto his side, sucking in dirt and dead grass as he gasped for air. Emma helped him to his feet, and they scrambled away from the wall.

Behind them, the bell tolled and the voices grew louder. Klaudius glanced over his shoulder and saw the front gate opening. A dozen men holding lanterns poured out of the opening, searching the night for the thieves that had stolen from them. Several of them held crossbows as well.

Klaudius was only just catching his breath when they arrived at the small, stunted tree where they had tied their horses earlier. Emma grabbed her reins and leaped into the saddle gracefully. Klaudius tripped on a root and landed face down, gaining a bloody nose for his efforts.

“Graceful,” Emma said.

“Thanks,” Klaudius replied as he pulled himself into his saddle. Damn sack he was lugging around was heavy as could be. “I’ve been practicing.”

“Let’s get out of here,” Emma said, spurring her horse into a run.

Klaudius was right behind her, leaning low over his horse’s neck as they raced down the broad dirt road that would take them into the city. Behind them the lanterns bobbed up and down as if they had also mounted horses. That was never a good sign.

“I hope that horse of yours is fast,” Klaudius said.

“He’s short and underfed. How about yours?” Emma replied.

“Not much better,” Klaudius said. “We can use the darkness as cover, though. Turn left here.”

They rode through low grass and scrub brush until they were a hundred paces off the road. Klaudius pulled his horse to a halt and hissed at Emma to do the same. They turned their horses to watch.

“There they go,” Klaudius whispered, pointing at the lanterns rushing by. “They’ll run all the way into town, looking for us. I don’t think they’ll do much there; too afraid of messing with the Scarlet Raiders.”

“You don’t think we’re safe already, do you?” Emma asked, looking doubtful.

“Not at all,” Klaudius said. “Let’s stay off the road and continue toward the city. Then we’ll be good.”

They set their horses at a fast walk, keeping an eye on the lanterns that faded into the distance. The men were so focused on chasing them down that they never bothered looking to the sides. Klaudius just shook his head and laughed quietly.

Nearly an hour later, they entered the outskirts of the city. Buildings were more common, but unfortunately so were lights. A warm glow spilled out of several windows, illuminating the streets. They didn’t see any signs of the men from the Firemasters’ Guild, which was a welcomed blessing.

Klaudius turned their horses down a narrow alley and led them into the Docks district with a smile on his face. No one could find him if he didn’t want them to, especially in the slums and alleyways where he had grown up. They continued riding until they were safe, then began planning their next step.
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Since prostrating himself on the stone floor of the catacomb nearly an hour earlier, Irakas had done little more than utter prayers and praises to Setyx. The acrid smoke from seven black candles, their wax mixed with the powderized bones of the saints of Zira, filled the room but Irakas ignored it. Likewise, he could still taste the blood in his mouth from the young man he had sacrificed earlier to initiate his prayers, but his mind was focused solely on his god.

Continually he spoke the demon’s praises and reaffirmed his utter and complete devotion to his mission; to bring Setyx back into this world so that he could reshape everything according to his great will.

Irakas’s body ached fiercely from being on cold stone for so long, but he dared not move a single muscle. Setyx would notice.

RISE, IRAKAS.

Setyx’s voice seemingly came from nowhere and everywhere at once, echoing through every inch of Irakas’s body with the force of an avalanche. Experiencing such incredible power was always a painful experience, as his frail human body struggled to interact with a cosmic being such as Setyx.

With the pain came pleasure, though. Pleasure beyond anything Irakas had ever felt. He trembled as he basked in the presence of his god. Rising to his feet was a struggle, but he managed with only a wince.

“Great Lord Setyx, who outshines all stars in the heavens and beyond. I am honored to be the recipient of your great voice.” Irakas stood on his feet now, facing what looked to be a darkened point in the room where all light faded into complete blackness.

Centuries ago, Setyx had been closer to this plane of reality and had been able to more directly interact with the world. His followers had started many a vicious battle in his great name and swept across nations, even causing problems from the famed dragon riders of Etrea.

The priests of Zira, bastards that they were, gathered and helped fight back the tides of war and ultimately banished Setyx to a different dimension. To commemorate their victory, they built a great temple at the site of the final battle—the very Temple of Zira that Irakas stood in at that moment. Those priests had been named saints and buried down here in the catacombs.

Their smug commemoration would be their downfall.

As this was the exact location where Setyx had been banished, he was still able to touch the world here, however slightly. Irakas had first discovered this years ago while working in the catacombs as a priest of Zira himself. He had studied all the histories and was familiar with the stories, but it wasn’t until Setyx touched his mind that he knew true knowledge and power.

From that day forth, he had dedicated his every action to Setyx. Leaving the church of Zira had been his first step, and within a week he had made his first sacrifice to his deity. He had even burned out his own eyes in exchange for the greater sight that Setyx awarded his most devout followers.

Besides, when Setyx plunged the world into absolute darkness, people would need more than human eyes to see.

EACH SACRIFICE ADDS TO MY POWER. I FEEL STRONGER EVERY DAY, IRAKAS. THE TIME OF MY REIGN IS NIGH.

Irakas struggled to remain upright as the power of Setyx’s voice bombarded him. Ah, but the pleasure! Most men would lose their very sanity upon hearing the voice of Setyx, but Irakas was not most men. He had not counted himself among mortal men for several years now. He had transcended the limitations of his basal flesh, and had become something more. Something stronger.

“Serving you is my greatest pleasure, Great Lord,” Irakas said, bowing his head in reverence. “Every action of mine is dedicated to bringing you back into this world, where you belong.”

I KNOW. I HAVE LOOKED UPON YOUR HEART AND FOUND IT PURE.

Irakas continued to bask in the glory of his god. Nothing of the world of men—not wine, not whores, or gold in any amount—could compare to the overwhelming pleasure and searing pain he felt at that moment. He wished it could last for all eternity.

I WOULD HAVE YOU SERVE AS MY CHAMPION, IRAKAS. TO BE MY VOICE IN THIS WORLD.

Irakas immediately fell to his knees. “Great Master, I am beyond honored.” He knelt, bowing until his forehead touched the cold stones. He would have wept tears of joy if he still had tear ducts.

To be the champion of Setyx…. Mere words could not describe the elation he felt. He could only begin to imagine the powers that would come with such a title.

“I will deliver this city to you within the fortnight,” Irakas said. “This I swear to you on pain of my life.”

I KNOW. I HAVE ALREADY FORESEEN MY VICTORY.

Irakas’s heart pounded in his chest. His god had already seen their victory? Nothing could stop them, if that was the case.

“What message would you have me carry to your servants, Great Lord?” Irakas waited patiently for a count of one hundred before lifting his head. Being this close, he could still feel Setyx’s presence, but it was clear the god had nothing more to say. He was often that way.

Irakas knelt and continued uttering praises in Setyx’s name for another ten minutes before finally standing. His gaze passed over the dozens of coffins set in their niches in the walls and he felt his lip curl.

Those priests had thought themselves so powerful, and now their desecrated remains were being used to aid the summoning of the very demon they had fought so hard to banish. All of their work, so many years ago, had been for nothing.

Qire and Mannas stood near the stairs that led out of the catacombs. Both had endured the ceremony of burning out their eyes in the same manner, and both wore the same unrelieved black robes that all priests of Setyx wore.

Where Qire was tall enough to irritate Irakas—he truly hated having to look up to anyone—Mannas had the short and stocky build of a common laborer or low-born peasant.

They were both as dedicated as Irakas, although he had served Setyx for longer than anyone else currently alive. That they considered themselves as equals to Irakas irked him to no end.

“Hail Setyx,” they intoned together.

Irakas returned their greeting and walked up the spiraling stairs that led into the temple sanctuary. They followed closely behind like obedient dogs.

A feeling of satisfaction always came over Irakas when he stood in the temple; while it had once been a place of worship for those that had banished his god, it had since been defiled to such a degree that Zira himself would have wept, had he seen it.

The great stained glass windows depicting holy scenes had been shattered, the empty window frames like great eye sockets in a stone skull. Runes and arcane symbols praising Setyx were hung on and carved into each wall. Flanking the broad rug that ran the length of the sanctuary were candelabras that held black candles, the same as those Irakas had used in the catacombs below.

Great stone vessels stood nearby, each filled with fresh blood from daily sacrifices. Those same vessels had previously held blessed water, that nonsensical liquid those idiots of Zira thought had power. Water was worthless except for putting out fires, but there was real power in draining the life out of a man.

Irakas’s contempt for the cult of Zira was immeasurable. That he had once been part of it was a constant source of shame.

He stopped near a decorative altar at the back of the sanctuary. He had personally defiled and sacrificed ten priestesses of Zira on the day they had taken this temple. If he closed his eyes, he could still hear their screams. The gilded wood would forever be stained black with their blood, and the smell of rot and decay was a constant reminder of the desecration that had taken place.

Irakas found himself scratching blasphemous designs with his fingernail in the dried, crusted blood on the altar and stopped himself. This temple would forever belong to Setyx. He didn’t have to remind himself of that.

“What message did our Great Lord have for us?” Qire asked.

Irakas usually enjoyed making them wait, but he couldn’t contain himself. His news was too important, too exciting.

“I am to be his champion,” Irakas said calmly, turning to face them. “He told me I will serve as his voice to the world.”

He waited for a few minutes as he studied the other priests’ expressions. Both wore a mixture of shock and pride, but Irakas detected a hint of jealousy in Mannas.

“I promised him the city within a fortnight,” Irakas continued. “He revealed to me that he had already foreseen his victory.” Yes, right there. A bit of contempt on Mannas’s face. He would take care of that, soon enough.

“This is truly a great day,” Qire breathed, and Mannas nodded in silent agreement. “Azariah said the killings at the Docks are also going well. Nothing will stop us.”

Irakas turned away from the altar. “I want to make an example of the Docks. Ten years from now, I want people to quake in horror when they speak of what happened there. Our lord Setyx has placed his trust in us, and I want him to see that we honor that trust.”

They were both silent for a moment. “What do you propose?” Mannas asked cautiously.

“That we scour the very land clean of their filth,” Irakas said, his voice taking on a heated fervor. “That we unleash destruction on a never-before-seen scale.”

He glanced at the symbols and runes he had scratched into the dried blood on the altar and smiled. Yes, Setyx would indeed be happy with this. He turned to the other two priests and explained further.

“I have been reading through the so-called sacred tomes that these worms left behind. There is described a thaumaturgical substance that burns explosively, with such force that it can reduce entire buildings to rubble. They called it ‘Zira’s fire’ and used it when they fought against our lord ages ago.”

Qire’s lip curled. “The bastards. It would be fitting to use their own weapon against them.”

“Yes,” Irakas said. “I have conferred with Varkag, and I believe we can recreate it and improve upon its power with the help of our god. As we speak, General Carmick is capturing fifty people from the Docks. They will be brought here tomorrow night, and we will use them to enhance the strength of these incendiary potions.”

Qire’s expression changed to triumph. “The entire city will fall to us in no time after this.”

“Were you not so certain before?” Irakas inquired, barely containing a smile at the brief look of shock on the other sorcerer’s face. How he enjoyed toying with these fools so he could watch them squirm.

“Be calm, Irakas. I only state that as our powers grow, our conquest becomes easier. That we will spread across the nation, across the entire realm, is inevitable.” Qire gave a confident nod.

“What else does the voice of Setyx have to tell us?” Mannas asked, his tone perfectly respectful.

Irakas knew he would have to deal with that one eventually. As soon as Setyx came to this world, Irakas would decorate the throne with the skin of Mannas and hang his entrails from the walls. Jealousy had always been one of Mannas’s strongest traits; it had given him the ambition to rise to his current position. Irakas nearly shivered at the thought of torturing the portly man.

“Be here tomorrow night,” Irakas sneered, snatching his hand away from the altar. “All of you must be here. No exceptions.”
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Klaudius shifted the sack slung across his back as he walked down the street. His crossbow dug into his ribs, so he adjusted it so that it was hanging along his left side beneath his cloak. All of his clothes were black, that night. He generally dressed that way, but blending in with the shadows was especially important on that night.

A crescent moon bathed the city in dim light from high overhead. Even that late, people still milled about. Workers carried their goods toward the harbor or warehouses. Smugglers avoided import taxes by bringing spices, fine rubs, and casks of wine in the middle of the night. Unlike the rest of the city as of late, the Docks were never quiet.

“How are you feeling about this?” Emma asked. She walked next to him, with a similar sack across her shoulder.

“I feel fine, just fine,” Klaudius said. “Besides, we have Garick to watch over us.”

From behind him, Garick laughed. The huge man was pushing a hand cart loaded with a large barrel as if it were nearly weightless.

Of course, the reality was that Klaudius had a knot of fear the size of a brick in his stomach. Tendrils of doubt crept into the cracks in his confidence. If any of them were caught, their deaths would be a long time coming, and only after days of torture.

Their day had been long and tense since picking up their supplies from Amazu that morning. Klaudius had spent most of it preparing. Fortunately, Emma came over to see him, which helped pass time. They checked each other’s weapons and gear, ensuring everything was ready to go.

They had spent plenty of time kissing and holding each other, as well. Emma truly felt like a ray of sunshine in these dark, hopeless times. They talked of a potential future and what they wanted to do once the fighting was done. Things were still unclear, but they cared for each other, which was all that mattered.

Emma spent some time reading through his magic books as well. Klaudius taught her what he could about them, then showed Emma one of his books that he was still trying to work through.

“I think it’s a healing spell,” Emma had said. “That’s what it sounds like, although they seem to be trying extra hard to be cryptic about it. Do they always write like this?”

“Yeah,” Klaudius had said. “Anything involving the magic academy tends to be difficult and often problematic.”

Together they read over the spell again and again and both ultimately decided that it was indeed a healing spell. Klaudius tried to learn it, but the damn thing was difficult. He’d have to work on it another day when he was under less stress. Learning a new spell was a difficult process that sometimes took weeks.

“Leaving the Docks here in a block, so keep your eyes sharp,” Garick said quietly from behind them.

The dirt streets became cobblestone and then smooth paving stones as they slowly made their way toward the city center. Somehow, Garick didn’t seem strained at all as he pushed the cart uphill. Klaudius and Emma together couldn’t lift the barrel, but the big man had heaved it onto the cart as if it were nothing. He pushed the cart with ease.

“Careful, patrol ahead,” Klaudius said quietly.

He kept his head down and tried to look like an unassuming laborer, bent over with the weight of the goods on his back. The men of the approaching patrol all wore red cloth sashes across their chest. Klaudius’s mouth tightened at that. Emma muttered a few curses before she caught herself.

“Ho there!” one of the men yelled. He rested a large, iron-strapped club on his thick shoulder. His greasy hair hung limp around an unshaven, acne-scarred face. Beady eyes studied them suspiciously from above a nose that looked to have been broken many times.

“Where are you two heading this late?” he asked in a surprisingly high-pitched voice.

“Shouldn’t you folks be staying down in the Docks?” demanded the other man.

Tall and lanky, that man set the tip of his long club on the road and leaned on the handle nonchalantly. With his other hand, he reached up and scratched at a long scar that ran down the left side of his face and pulled the corner of his lip into a permanent frown. The scar looked fresh and pink.

He nodded at Emma. “What are you carrying there?”

“Just supplies, sir,” she said meekly.

The scarred man nodded toward Garick’s hand cart. “What’s in the barrel?”

“Petroleum, good master,” Garick said, his voice taking on the tone of a simpleton. “Foreman says it gots to reach the smith up on Chancery Lane as soon as I can get it there. Nighttime ain’t no excuse, he said.”

“You mean oil?” Scar-face asked, squinting his eyes at the barrel.

“Yes, good master,” Garick said, bobbing his head like an idiot. “They refine it and use it to clean things, nasty things. The bitumen they use to seal ships. I think they make lamp oil, too. Lots of good uses, good master.”

Scar-face had been eyeing Garick suspiciously the entire time and now leaned over to whisper something into his partner’s ear. The other man frowned and nodded. He looked Garick up and down and pointed at him with his cudgel.

“You. Big man. What’s your name?”

Garick dropped his eyes. “Me? I’m called Lochlin, if it please you, good master. Begging your pardon, good sirs, but we need to be getting this up to the smith. Foreman don’t like it when things is late.” Garick lifted the handles on the cart as if to continue walking.

“Not so fast,” the broken nose man said. “Not many men around with your size. The only one I’ve heard of is named Garick and there’s a hefty price on his head. One hundred gold.” He swung his club down and smacked it loudly on his palm. “I think you need to come with us.” Both of the men took a step forward.

“Ah, fuck this,” Klaudius muttered.

He slipped his crossbow out from beneath his cloak and fired. Scar-face dropped to the cobblestones, shouting curses as he clutched at the bolt in his stomach.

“Dammit, Klaud,” Emma said, throwing her cloak back and drawing her sword.

Klaudius quickly unslung the sack from his shoulder and drew his rapier as well, right as the broken-nosed man raised his cudgel and charged Garick.

After dropping his grip on the cart handles, Garick raced forward, surprisingly fast for such a large man. The broken-nosed man swung his cudgel in a broad overhead arc, but Garick slapped it aside with his hand, changing the trajectory just enough that it missed him.

The man’s eyes widened as his club’s momentum sent him off-balance. Garick swung his massive fist and struck the man in the stomach, doubling him over. He grabbed the back of the man’s neck and threw him face-first into the paving stones. Before the man could recover, Garick lifted his heavy boot and stomped on the back of the man’s head.

While Garick continued stomping the man’s face into the street, Klaudius calmly reloaded his crossbow. He took careful aim and sent another bolt into Scar-face’s chest, killing him. Emma gave him a look of annoyance.

“I didn’t even get to help,” she said.

“Don’t worry. There’s going to be plenty of fighting tonight,” Klaudius replied. “Also…to be honest, I just want you to be safe.”

“You know I’m capable of taking care of myself, right?” Emma asked, sliding her rapier back into its scabbard.

“Yeah, I’m sorry,” Klaudius said.

“Don’t be,” Emma said as she leaned forward and kissed him. “I appreciate you caring about my safety. But, next time we fight, I’m joining in.”

Garick was still stomping on the back of the man’s head, which at this point was little more than a splattered red mess. It soaked the bottom of his boot and sent a stream of blood down the street.

“What are you trying to accomplish there?” Klaudius asked as he hid his crossbow beneath his cloak again.

After one final stomp, Garick stopped. He stood there with his hands on his hips, looking satisfied as he eyed his work. “I’m just trying to increase my bounty at this point.”

Klaudius rolled his eyes. “Well, can you at least help me move these bodies off the street so we don’t raise such an alarm? It would be a shame for us to go through all of this effort only to be caught because they found these bodies and started a search.”

Garick reached down and grabbed the mostly headless body by the belt and lifted it with ease, then threw it in a nearby alley. Klaudius and Emma took the other corpse and dragged it in the same direction.

“Why do bodies always have to be so damn heavy?” he muttered.

“We’ll make sure we only kill small, lightweight people from now on,” Emma said.

They continued toward the city center, with Garick in front and Emma and Klaudius behind, both hunched over as if struggling with the weight of their burdens. On two more occasions they saw Scarlet Raider patrols, but both times the patrols passed them by with little more than a suspicious glance. As close as they were to the city center, it was more believable that they were laborers.

After all, no sane man would bring a threat against the Scarlet Raiders this close to the source of their power.

Still, Klaudius would have enjoyed ending a few more of those bastards. But, it wasn’t worth the risk. Not on that night.

“Over there,” Klaudius whispered, pointing toward an alley across the street.

The three of them made their way into the narrow alley, where Klaudius directed Garick to carefully lower the handles of the hand cart.

Emma peered around the edge of the building, then turned back to them. “The old City Guard barracks?” she asked.

“Yeah,” Klaudius said, moving to stand next to her.

It was a large, two-story building made from brick and stone, simple and functional in its monolithic design. A stone wall, roughly eight feet high, surrounded the compound and contained several smaller buildings as well as the main barracks.

“This is our first stop,” Klaudius said, looking at Emma and Garick. “You guys ready?”

Garick watched the building, his face grim.

Emma nodded. “Let’s do it.”
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“Where exactly are we going in there?” Emma asked.

“Their water supply,” Klaudius replied. “It’s around the back of the building, within the wall.”

“The Raiders moved in there after slaughtering all the old guards,” Garick said quietly. “It’ll be nice to get a bit of revenge.” He turned and looked at Klaudius. “We are killing them all, right?”

“There’s more than a hundred men in there,” Emma said.

“Uh huh,” Garick said as if that didn’t bother him.

“Not quite killing them,” Klaudius said. “You’ll see. It’s well past midnight, so nearly everyone should be asleep in there. That’ll make this easier. Come on. Let’s make our way around back.”

Emma helped him adjust the sack on his back and he did the same for her. “You sure you don’t want to leave all this here?” she asked.

Klaudius shook his head. “I can’t run the risk of someone finding this and taking it,” he said, then jerked his head toward the heavy barrel of oil. “No one can lift that, so I figure it’s safe.”

As late as it was, there were indeed only a few guards patrolling the grounds. That was certainly in their favor.

Klaudius gestured to the others, indicating that they would go around the right side of the wall together. Both Garick and Emma nodded. Garick looked determined. Emma looked nervous. Klaudius reached out and squeezed her hand, drawing a smile from her.

They watched two guards far to their left at the entrance gate to the compound. After a moment, both guards turned away to listen to someone talking to them, a person inside the gate.

“Now,” Klaudius whispered.

Garick raced through the night with Emma on his heels. They both crossed the street and went straight for the corner of the wall in front of them, then moved a few feet down the side of the wall, where they were deep in shadow. Emma peered around the corner, glancing toward the guards, then pulled her head back.

The guards were still looking away, talking with someone, so Klaudius ran across the street next. He joined his friends at the corner and took a quick glance toward the gate. The guards had finished their conversation and were now moving. One toward them, the other circling the wall in the other direction, making their rounds.

Klaudius pulled his head back and faced his companions. “One guard is coming this way,” he whispered to them. “I’ll take care of him. Another one is circling around the wall, so he’ll be coming from the other direction.” They both nodded.

Klaudius reached into his belt pouch and withdrew a small tin. He pinched one of the tiny Soraa crystals and popped it into his mouth, quickly swallowing it. The taste was horrible. It never got better.

The darkness immediately seemed to fade as his eyesight sharpened. With careful concentration, he could hear the guard’s heavy boots on the ground as he drew closer. Klaudius caught the faintest scent of unwashed bodies from the other side of the wall, the sweat from his own body and Garick’s, and the flower petals Emma had folded into her clothes. He could even smell the light coat of oil on the long-bladed dagger in his hand.

He straightened as he heard the guard draw closer. “Back up a bit,” he whispered to Garick and Emma. They nodded and backed further into the shadows.

Klaudius crouched ready, dagger in hand. With his enhanced senses, he struck too quickly for the guard to react.

As soon as the guard rounded the corner, Klaudius drove his dagger into the arm opening of the man’s hauberk, piercing his lung. Klaudius slipped behind the surprised man and covered his mouth with his left hand, using his right to drive the dagger into the man’s ribs a second and third time. The guard flailed, trying to fight back, but Klaudius rammed his dagger through the side of the man’s neck, then pushed forward, cutting fully through his throat and spraying blood onto the ground.

The guard staggered to his knees, unable to scream for help. He wheezed as blood filled his lungs and poured from his ruined throat. He reached out, but Klaudius stepped back, calmly watching him die. It didn’t take the man long to collapse to the ground, whimpering his last breaths.

Klaudius calmly wiped his dagger on the man’s breeches, then resheathed it. Garick nodded in approval at how Klaudius had handled the man, then grabbed the dying man’s ankles and dragged him away from the corner, further into the shadows.

“That might have been the most disgusting thing I’ve ever seen,” Emma said.

“Thanks,” Klaudius replied. “In the lungs so he can’t breathe, then through the throat so he can’t scream. It’s an efficient way to take out guards like that, but you have to be quick.”

After that, the three of them moved along the wall, creeping toward the back corner of the compound. Emma nudged him as they moved.

“I want the next one,” she said.

Klaudius pulled his crossbow free and passed it to her. Emma looked it over, then nodded.

They rounded the corner and continued along the rear wall, moving quickly and silently. Emma clutched the crossbow with both hands, her face grim and ready.

As they approached the end of the rear wall and the next corner, Emma moved to the front of their group. She raised the crossbow, aiming it roughly the height of a man’s head, and stopped a few feet short of the corner.

With the Soraa crystals burning in his blood, Klaudius could hear the guard’s boots approaching.

“He’s almost here,” Klaudius whispered. He watched Emma and saw her finger squeeze the trigger.

Her bolt struck the guard the moment the man rounded the corner. He went limp and dropped almost silently to the ground, the bolt lodged squarely in his temple. Immediately after, Klaudius took her arm and pulled her back, the three of them moving back to a halfway point along the back wall.

“Help me up this wall,” Klaudius whispered to Garick.

“I want to come,” Emma said.

Klaudius shook head. “I’m sorry, love. This is a one-man job.” He looked back at the wall, envisioning the top of the building and the wooden water tower on the other side. “Actually, scratch that. I need both of you.”

“Damn right,” Emma said.

Garick laced his fingers together and held them in front of him. Klaudius stepped on the man’s hands for a moment, steadying himself. Garick lifted him effortlessly, until he could reach the top of the wall. It helped that Klaudius was a slender man, but Garick’s strength was simply otherworldly.

Klaudius pulled himself up to the top of the wall and held himself there for a moment, his muscles burning as he peered inside the compound.

Fortune smiled upon him, for his target was right before him. The makeshift wooden tower—similar to a large barrel, six feet in diameter and half again as much in height, mounted on a heavy wooden stand—was used to hold water for the barracks. A large pipe ran from the bottom of the barrel into the rear of the building, where men could draw water for drinking and cooking.

Klaudius scanned the immediate area again, ensuring no one was outside. As late as it was, the training yard was empty.

He pulled himself up the rest of the way and sat astride the wall. He kept a careful eye out for any signs of movement while unwrapping a length of rope from his belt.

Garick boosted Emma up next. Klaudius reached down and took her arm, pulling her up next to him. She immediately looked around, also noting that the training yard was empty.

“Klaud!” Garick whispered loudly. “Take my hand and help pull me up.”

Emma stifled a laugh behind her hand.

Klaudius gave him a level look that he hoped the big man could see in the darkness. “Are you out of your mind? I’ve known livestock that weighed less than you. Here,” he said as he tied one end of the rope around a three-pronged hook and secured it to the wall.

The free end of the rope dangled down in front of Garick, who grabbed it with both hands. After a firm pull on the rope to set the grappling hook, he began to scale the wall.

Emma slid back, making room for the big man. Garick grabbed onto the top of the wall with a massive hand and pulled himself up with a grunt.

“I just need to get up there,” Klaudius said, pointing to the top of the water tower. “And you, watch my back in case anyone comes into the area,” he said to Emma.

Klaudius held onto the top edge of the wall and walked his feet down, then let go and landed silently on the ground. Garick landed next to him with an audible thud.

“Stealth really isn’t your thing, is it?” Klaudius asked. Garick just shrugged.

While Emma stretched out on top of the wall, blending in with the top, Garick and Klaudius walked a few steps over to the water tower, looking around the entire time. The yard was still empty, so when they got there, Garick once again laced his fingers together. Klaudius placed his booted foot in them and Garick heaved him to the top edge of the water tower.

Klaudius grabbed hold of the edge and pulled himself on top, lying as flat as possible. He waited a few seconds, listening for anything out of the ordinary. Behind him, Emma was all but invisible as she hid on top of the wall, and below him Garick hid against the thick uprights supporting the low water tower. All was silent in the yard. Klaudius moved on with his plan.

From his pocket he produced a length of dark cloth and tied it around his face so that it covered his nose and mouth. Seeing him do that, Garick did the same.

Carefully, Klaudius pulled the sack from behind his back and untied the top. Inside, on top of the bundle of fireworks and explosive powder, were two tightly wrapped oilcloth packages. Holding his breath, he set one next to him as he tied the top of the sack.

“No, it’s out here!” a voice called out.

Klaudius immediately flattened himself on top of the tower after hearing a door slam. His heart caught when he saw the oilcloth package right in front of his face. One breath of that would be the death of him. Carefully, ever so slowly, he twisted his head so he could see where the noise had come from.

A man walked into the yard from the rear of the building and was scanning the ground, looking for something. He muttered profanities the entire time and ran his fingers through his hair in frustration.

Klaudius flinched as the door slammed open and a second man came out, visibly angry as he marched straight toward the first man, shouting the entire time.

“Dammit Ulrik! How many fucking times do I have to tell you to stop losing your equipment? Can you at least pretend to have some fucking pride in what you do?” Oh yes, he was definitely angry. He sounded close to violence.

The first man—Ulrik—spotted what he was searching for and snatched it off the ground with a satisfied nod to himself. From the distance, Klaudius couldn’t quite make out what it was. A knife, perhaps.

“Sorry about that, boss,” Ulrik said.

“Sergeant!” the man shouted.

“Ah, yes. Sorry, sergeant,” Ulrik said with a hint of mockery in his voice. “I’ll make sure to—”

Ulrik was cut off as the other man—his sergeant—grabbed Ulrik by the neck and began choking him. Ulrik tried to fight back as his face turned red, but his sergeant ignored his thrashing and kept squeezing.

“I am sick and fucking tired of dealing with your shit, Ulrik,” the sergeant shouted. “If I have to deal with you fucking things up one more time, I will personally gut you. Do you fucking understand me?”

Three men had entered the yard and cautiously approached. They were clearly terrified of the sergeant, but wanted to intervene.

“Oh shit, sergeant’s got Ulrik,” one of them said, but not too loudly.

Ulrik wheezed something in reply, but his sergeant kept squeezing. Anger had turned the sergeant’s face as red as Ulrik’s.

“Hey, sergeant,” one of the men said cautiously. “He can’t breathe, sergeant. He can’t answer you if he can’t breathe.”

“HNNAAAHHHHHH!” The sergeant shouted, squeezing harder for a moment before throwing Ulrik to the ground right as the man went limp.

Ulrik remained on the ground, sucking breath in with heaving gasps. The sergeant loomed over him, looking ready for murder.

“Does anyone else have any problems they’d like to raise to me tonight?” the sergeant asked the men behind him while still glaring at Ulrik.

“Uh, no, sergeant,” one of the other men said, and they all hurried hurried back inside.

“Next time, I’m drawing blood,” the sergeant growled, and kicked Ulrik in the stomach. He spat on him to punctuate his message, then turned and walked away. He went back into the barracks, slamming the door behind him.

A moment later, Ulrik finally picked himself up and staggered back into the building. He let out a wheezing cough and then closed the door quietly, and Klaudius went back to work.

After carefully pushing the oilcloth sack further away from him, he took his first deep breath in nearly a minute. With his dagger, he began working at the bung set in the top of the water tower. It was as wide as his outstretched hand, so once he got his dagger jammed beneath it, he was able to pry it up with ease.

Once it was dislodged, he set the bung aside, careful not to make any noise. After that, he focused on the oilcloth bundle.

Klaudius pulled the wrapped ball of cloth next to the opening in the water tower, then slipped his dagger inside several times, opening up half a dozen slits. He held his breath as tiny grains of black powder fell out. In the dim moonlight, he could see several tiny grains on the blade of his dagger.

“Better safe than sorry,” he whispered to himself, and dropped the dagger into the water. After that, he slid the bung back into place and pushed firmly. That dagger had been a favorite of his, but it wasn’t worth the risk.

Klaudius moved to the edge of the water tower, held onto the lip, and slid down the side until he dropped next to Garick. The big man raised an eyebrow at him and got a nod in return.

“Done,” Klaudius said quietly.

Together they hurried to the wall, where Garick practically threw Klaudius over. He and Emma climbed down the other side while Garick used the rope to pull himself up and over. Once they were on the other side, the three of them took a breath.

“Everything go smoothly?” Emma asked.

Klaudius nodded. “Yeah. I got that powder from Amazu. Anyone that has a drink of that water won’t be participating in any fighting for the foreseeable future. Their bowels will be liquid for a week or more. Not all of them will survive.”

Garick frowned at that. “What a shitty way to die.”

Klaudius rolled his eyes and Emma laughed out loud before slapping her hand over her mouth. Once they had themselves under control, she leaned in close and kissed Klaudius on the lips. She didn’t say anything, but he could see the excitement in her eyes.

“Come on,” Klaudius said. “Let’s go get the barrel of oil. We’ve got some sorcerers to visit.”
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Thirty minutes later, the three of them crouched in the shadow of a large bank in the city center, watching two Scarlet Raiders patrols converse in the moonlight.

The four men stood in front of the Temple of Zira, leaning on their weapons and sharing laughs. From the way the men acted, they were clearly just wasting time instead of taking their duties seriously.

“I need a job like that,” Klaudius said. “Getting paid for standing around and talking.”

“As opposed to your current job, of being a thief?” Emma asked with a raised eyebrow.

Klaudius tried not to laugh.

“If we wouldn’t be surrounded by more of them in a matter of minutes, I’d suggest we just go kill them all,” Garick said. He was always one for direct action.

Klaudius frowned and shifted his position on the paving stones. His knees ached from kneeling on the hard surface for so long. They had to wait for an opportunity to make their way into the temple without being seen, though, and the things they were carrying made it much more difficult.

“Do you need me to distract them?” Emma asked.

“No, I like having you by me,” Klaudius said without thinking. Emma smiled at him, then leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek.

But ten minutes later, they still hadn’t left. The damn soldiers just stood there, beating their gums.

“Okay, I’m tired of waiting. I’m going to lure them away,” Emma said.

“Please be careful,” Klaudius said, taking her hand in his and squeezing it. “Look, I just found you and I’d rather not lose you.” That was about as close to romantic as he could get, but it was good enough for Emma. He handed her his crossbow.

She leaned forward and kissed him softly, then winked and straightened up. “Don’t worry, I’m a lot faster than them.”

She rushed away and Klaudius found himself mesmerized by how those tight leather pants fit her. Only seconds later, she dashed around a corner.

“We should get ready,” Klaudius said, standing up.

He drew his rapier and held it tightly in his right hand. Next to him, Garick stepped next to the heavy barrel of oil, spread his feet, and got ready.

Klaudius leaned out and kept a close watch on the soldiers. They kept talking, but a minute later a small crossbow bolt struck one of them in the side of the head, dropping him like a stone. The men shouted in surprise, checking on their friend. From far to the left, Klaudius heard the distinct sound of Emma laughing.

Well, that got their attention. The men readied their weapons and took off, leaving their dead friend in the middle of the street.

“Now,” Klaudius said.

Garick squatted down and wrapped his burly arms around the barrel, then stood up with it held tightly against his chest. Even for a man of his size and strength, it was a heavy load to carry that distance.

Klaudius crouched low and hurried across the street, looking both ways the entire time. The streets were empty, and he watched them as if he expected an attack at any moment. Garick waddled behind him, the barrel of oil in his arms.

Upon reaching the steps, Klaudius turned and kept watch behind them. Garick continued up the steps, breathing heavily from the strain of carrying the barrel so far.

Klaudius turned and raced up the stairs behind him, then pushed open the massive front doors to the temple. He and Garick hurried inside, then Klaudius pulled the doors shut and helped Garrick balance the barrel as he set it on the floor. They looked around the temple in shock.

The ceiling of the sanctuary was tall enough that the rafters were lost in shadows, but clearly visible were several corpses hanging from long ropes. Puddles of red and sickly brown ooze beneath them showed just how long the bodies had been up there. Where there had been stained glass windows more than twice the height of a man on both sides of the temple, now empty frames stood like eye sockets that stared in horror. A long, blood-soaked rug ran the length of the sanctuary from beneath Klaudius’s feet to what looked like an altar at the end of the room.

“What the fuck?” Garick whispered in shock, looking around.

Everywhere they looked, it got worse.

Flanking the narrow rug were large candelabras filled with black candles that gave off a pungent smell. After a moment Klaudius realized that the candles were lit and burned but never went down.

The rows of wooden pews looked to have been scattered like toys thrown from a giant hand, and half of the benches were shattered beyond repair. Broken bodies—men, women, and children—lay among the pews, and the temple reeked of putrefaction.

“What in the Nine Hells happened here?” Garick asked in horror.

Klaudius had no answer. He lifted the cloth from around his neck and tightened it over his nose and mouth, but it did little to dampen the miasma that came from rivulets of ichor along the walls. Looking over his shoulder, he noticed Garick covering his mouth as well.

“I don’t think I’ve ever smelled anything so bad,” Garick said, his face going pale. He swallowed heavily.

Klaudius motioned for the big man to follow, and they continued through the sanctuary. Their steps made horrid squishing noises, nearly enough to make Klaudius puke.

The scene of horror continued to unfold as they moved toward the rear of the sanctuary. Two naked bodies laid nearby, priestly raiments tied around their wrists to restrain them and their necks to strangle them. Klaudius saw where the wounds were on their desecrated bodies and quickly looked away as he felt his gorge rise. He tried to focus on the rug in front of them as they traversed the building and kept moving toward the back.

“Well, look at this,” said a loud voice from in front of them.

A tall man, nearly the size of Garick, entered the sanctuary from a gilded door behind the blood-stained altar at the rear of the room. A steel cuirass decorated with golden scrollwork covered his broad chest, and he held a matching helm beneath one arm. Four knots of gold on the breast of his cloak signified him as a man of rank, though how high Klaudius had no clue.

The man’s salt-and-pepper hair and beard were both neatly trimmed, and he regarded the two intruders with hard eyes.

“It looks like I’ll be adding two more bodies to the stinking piles in here,” he said, his voice little more than a growl.

“I’ve got this,” Klaudius said to Garick as the big man set the barrel of oil down.

“Don’t be stupid, Klaud,” Garick said as he drew his sword.

“I suspect you two are responsible for the trouble we’ve been having lately,” the armored man said. “Irakas will be pleased when I bring him your heads.” He donned his helmet and drew his sword, then held it in front of himself in a two-handed grip. “I am Carmick, General of the Scarlet Raiders. I want you both to know the name of the man that will send you to your graves.”

Klaudius had left his crossbow with Emma, but it would have been all but useless against that steel cuirass anyways. His main dagger was sitting in the bottom of a water barrel, but he had a spare slipped in the top of his boot. It was a long shot, but he decided to take it.

He snatched the dagger from his boot and hurled it. A chance smear of blood made Klaudius’s boot slip right as he launched the dagger. It narrowly missed Carmick’s thigh.

Carmick laughed loudly and twirled his sword a few times in lazy circles. “You can’t be serious.”

Klaudius tightened his grip on his rapier as he slowly approached Carmick. Garick stepped up next to him, ready to fight as well. Two versus one were good odds, he told himself, even against an armored and experienced foe.

The general advanced quickly with his sword raised. They met, three blades striking together, and Carmick deflected both of their attacks as if Klaudius and Garick had never held swords before. He parried every strike, every lunge of theirs, with ease. He fought with the reckless aggression of a man who knew his armor couldn't be penetrated by their swords. Klaudius narrowly avoided a swing that would have decapitated him.

Garick rushed forward, not striking but instead using his sword to force the general’s weapon to one side. Garick quickly dropped his sword and grabbed Carmick’s wrist, pushing the man back.

Klaudius immediately dropped to a knee and ran his rapier into the general’s thigh, then pulled it out and did it again.

General Carmick roared in pain and dropped his sword. He grappled with Garick and pinned his arms against his sides as he squeezed the big man tightly. They moved far too much for Klaudius to reliably find a safe opening; he didn’t want to risk impaling his friend by accident. He could do little more than watch as the general slammed his helmet into Garick’s face, covering both of the men with blood.

Klaudius tried to circle around behind him, but the general spun, nearly throwing Garick. The soldier was simply too strong and too skilled to take in an honest fight.

Fortunately, Garick had no problem fighting dirty when facing a member of the Scarlet Raiders. The general headbutted him again, opening a wicked gash on Garick’s face. Garick reached down, grabbing the general between the legs with one hand and the neck opening of his breastplate with the other, and heaved the general off the guard.

He brought Carmick down, slamming the man hard on the tile floor, right on his back. Garick fell on top of him, tearing the man’s helmet off. The general rained heavy blows against Garick’s ribs with his steel-backed gauntlets, but Garick pushed the pain aside and dug his thumbs into the general’s eyes.

Garick lifted the general’s head and slammed it onto the floor tiles with the sound of crunch bone. With gritted teeth, Garick slammed the general’s head against the floor a second time and the man finally went limp.

Breathing hard, Garick rolled off the man’s body and laid on his back, gulping deep breaths as the general’s body twitched a few times.

“I’ve got this,” Garick said in a mockery of Klaudius’s voice.

“Oh, shut up,” Klaudius said.

“You think Emma is okay?” Garick asked.

Klaudius frowned, but nodded. “She’s crafty. If anyone can get away, it’s her.” Still, Klaudius felt a worm of fear crawling through his gut at the notion that she might get caught. It made him all the more determined to finish this tonight.

He offered a hand to Garick, wincing when he saw the gore on the big man’s thumbs. For the hundredth time, Klaudius was glad to be wearing gloves.

Garick finally caught his breath and retrieved his sword, then rammed it back into its scabbard. He frowned at the barrel for a moment, then lifted it from the floor.

The two men continued toward the rear of the sanctuary. They made their way around the altar, pointedly ignoring the ravaged body still tied on top. Behind that stood the door from which General Carmick had entered. Holy runes and scriptures had been carved into the door, but were now smeared with blood. Klaudius scanned the carvings for a moment and saw that the door led to the catacombs beneath the temple. Perfect.

He pushed the door open and stuck his head through, listening carefully as he glanced down the spiral staircase beyond.

Garick set the heavy barrel down and looked through the door as well. “You don’t expect me to carry this barrel down those stairs, do you?”

Klaudius shook his head. “No, I have a better idea.”

He pulled the sack off his shoulders and untied it. Reaching inside, he pushed the remaining oilcloth bundle into the center of the fireworks. Earlier that day he had woven all the fuses together and added an additional thirty feet. He pulled out the extra length and gripped it tightly as he chewed his lip in thought.

“I need you to soak as much of this rug as you can with half the oil in that barrel,” Klaudius said as he bounced the length of fuse on his palm. “Keep the other half ready for when you see me return from these stairs. When this blows,” he said as he gestured toward the sack of fireworks, “it will fill the air with poison. The fire will keep them down there and the smoke will choke them.”

“Poison and smoke?” Garick asked, rubbing his chin.

Klaudius shrugged. “Might as well be thorough. We can’t take any chances of this not working.”

Garick nodded and grabbed the dagger he kept strapped to his forearm. With that, he pried at the bung set in the top of the barrel. Once that was free, he gently set the barrel on its side and pushed it with his boot. Thick, black oil glugged from the opening as the barrel rolled down the rug.

“Okay,” Klaudius said quietly. “Now, it’s my turn.”
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Klaudius untied the neck of the sack and held it tightly in both hands. After a deep, calming breath, he crept down the spiraling stairs. His soft boots were silent on the stones.

The stairs ended with a corbelled stone arch, and beyond that a large room expanded for roughly thirty paces in length. Bronze sconces on the walls provided flickering light. Arched recesses held dozens of coffins, but it looked as if most of them had been opened and the contents removed. The floor of the catacomb sloped down gently as it went further into the crypt.

Klaudius paused halfway across the room near a small rug set on the center of the floor. The sound of faint voices reached his ears. The words were too faint to make out, but they bore the same harsh, rasping tone as the sorcerer he had killed several days ago.

Klaudius continued moving slowly down the room until he reached the back, where a second matching arch marked the start of a long hallway that curved to the right.

He paused at that arch, listening to the voices. They were louder now, but still mostly unintelligible. Briefly, he thought he could understand a few words, but they all slipped from his mind. The language of magic had a tendency to do that.

Through the utterings and incantations, distant wailing and sobbing echoed off the stone walls. The amount of pain and suffering in the sounds raised the hair on the back of Klaudius’s neck.

He made his way down the dark passageway, craning his neck as the path gently curved. Finally, another room came into view.

Like the previous chamber, this one was built entirely from stone. However, it was at least three times the size. Sconces on the walls kept the room from darkness, but most of the light filling the chamber came from a floating fire in the very center. Shadows danced on the walls in every direction as robed men walked around. Above the fire hung a heavy black cauldron. Several of the robed men milled about and talked with one another.

Klaudius swallowed a Soraa crystal, and the details of the room leaped into view as if he were standing in the center. That was his second crystal in the past few hours, which he knew was a serious risk. It was a calculated risk he had to take, though.

Six sorcerers sat in a circle, chanting arcane words to fuel the fire floating midair beneath the cauldron. More stood at a long table against one wall, monitoring potions that bubbled in flasks of various sizes.

Klaudius’s eyes widened as he saw a sorcerer dragging a naked man with his wrists bound through an archway at the rear of the room. The man wept, promising gold and even his own wife and daughters in exchange for his life. The sorcerer ignored his cries and tied a rope around the man’s ankles.

The sorcerer pulled on the rope to remove slack, then used it to hoist the man into the air. It snaked through a system of pulleys that resulted in the man dangling three feet off the ground, head-down. His blubbering cries turned to gurgles as the sorcerer savagely cut the man’s throat and positioned a bucket beneath him to collect the blood.

As Klaudius’s eyes adjusted to the low light, he saw five more bodies hanging near the rear of the room, each with similar pails beneath them to collect blood. Another sorcerer swapped out one of the buckets, then took the full one to the cauldron, into which he poured the blood.

“Slowly, you fool!” one of the sorcerers angrily chastised the one that had just poured blood into the cauldron. “It must be perfect, or the entire room could explode!”

“Calm yourself, Qire,” came the reply. “Everything is proceeding exactly as planned.”

“Add more blood to the clay,” another voice instructed. “It’s too thick.”

“That cannot be allowed anywhere near the fire. You heard what Irakas said!”

“Sometimes I wonder if these are more dangerous than they’re worth. Even the slightest jostling and they could explode, right?”

“They’re fine where they are. When Irakas returns, he can direct you further.”

Klaudius watched as one of the sorcerers carefully placed a small clay vessel, the size of two fists, into a straw-lined crate that already held a dozen similar ones. In spite of the grimness of the scene in front of him, Klaudius smiled. Luck was with him on this night.

“When these explode, the darkness of Setyx will spread over the remains of the Docks like the morning fog. Everything will be consumed by his great power.” One of the sorcerers holding a clay vessel nodded in approval.

Klaudius’s mouth tightened. So, they were indeed planning a massive slaughter down in the Docks. He shifted his grip on the bundle of fireworks. The darkness of his cloak wasn’t enough to safely conceal him in the shadows when powerful sorcerers were less than twenty feet away.

Slowly, he backed down the hallway until he was around the corner and out of sight. He had one last resort, although he knew it would leave him in a weakened state. Fortunately, with what the sorcerers were up to, they weren’t likely to notice any additional spells being cast in their presence.

“Graethnau nebris muenefi chia nauu.” The words of magic practically oozed out of Klaudius’s mouth.

Tendrils of shadow seemed to flow from the walls and wrap themselves around him. His heart slowed as the darkness enveloped him, and he felt his strength leaving his body. He was not a powerful sorcerer like those men in front of him, so he could not resist the side effects of that particular spell. It took strength to cast that spell, and that strength came directly from Klaudius’s body. Had those sorcerers cast it, they would have simply relied on the strength of the demon they worshipped. Klaudius didn’t have that option, so he had to endure it.

If anyone detected him, Klaudius knew he would be subject to the most vile tortures imaginable. That alone should have set his heart to pounding, but the magic sapped so much strength from him that his heart slowly rumbled in his chest. He felt like he was in a slowed state of mild panic the entire time.

Klaudius breathed deeply, the darkness entering his nose and mouth like smoke. It smelled and tasted foul, like air from a grave or scum from a pond. That foulness spread through his body, but he breathed the rest in and held it.

It took all of his remaining strength to lift the sack of fireworks and hold it to his chest. His pulse slowly pounded in his temples as he crept forward, still holding his breath. Anyone that looked in his direction would have only seen blackness and shadow.

Silently, he placed one foot in front of the other until he reached the mouth of the passageway. There, he knelt and placed the bundle of poison powder and fireworks on the cold stone floor. As quietly as possible, he blew some of his breath on the cloth sack and tendrils of night flowed from his mouth like water. They surrounded the fireworks, hiding the small package in shadow.

Klaudius took hold of the long fuse that joined the fireworks together and unwound it as he crept back into the dark passageway. Each step became increasingly difficult as his strength waned. Everything darkened as his vision dimmed and his heart slowed. The smoky blackness that surrounded him tried to pull him down into an endless sleep. His body fought for breath, but he refused it. Better to suffer the spell than be seen by those damn sorcerers.

Once Klaudius had rounded the corner of the passageway, he blew the remaining darkness from his mouth. As if alive, swirls of blackness seemed to swim to the darkest corners along the walls.

He breathed heavily for several minutes, filling his lungs with the damp, musty air of the catacombs. Weakness tried to pull his eyelids down, but he fought it with every last scrap of strength. Even with the spell gone, he still felt incredibly weary.

Not being academy trained limited him with magic, but he didn’t want anything to do with the wizards up in Gardabaer. They pulled strings and made thrones dance like puppets. It seemed far too many of the men and women that trained there wound up becoming addicted to power and serving darkness. Klaudius was a free man and intended to stay that way. He could have learned much of magic, but he didn’t want to tie himself to the academy.

With one hand against the wall to steady himself, Klaudius struggled to his feet. He still held the long coil of fuse. He forced himself to walk again and swore he would never use that spell again, a promise he had made at least a dozen times before.

Some of his strength began to return by the time he was halfway through the next chamber. He took advantage of the small rug in the center of the floor and knelt on it, still breathing heavily. He flexed his arms, trying to get blood to flow back into his hands.

It dawned on Klaudius that he had reached the end of his long fuse. It snaked some thirty feet behind him, but he began to wonder if he would have the strength to flee after lighting it. He had tested a length of the fuse and determined that it burned at roughly one foot per second. He hoped that would be enough.

Klaudius clambered back to his feet and dragged himself across the floor, each step a chore. When he reached the arched stairway, he collapsed on the first step, sucking in breath while the world spun around him.

“Klaudius?” came a whisper from Garick at the top of the stairs.

Klaudius grunted in reply and tried to push himself up. Damn, but he felt weak.

Garick hurried down the staircase and gasped when he saw Klaudius. “What happened?” he asked while helping him to his feet. The dried blood on Garick’s face gave him a terrifying visage.

“I used a spell to sneak into the room with them,” Klaudius explained, speaking slowly. It felt like his mouth was stuffed with wool.

“With whom?” Garick asked.

Klaudius chuckled softly. “The sorcerers. The ones that run the Scarlet Raiders. All of them are down there tonight, making some kind of explosive weapon they intend to use to destroy the Docks. They’re sacrificing people down there as well. I think it’s part of how they make the stuff.”

Garick nodded slowly. “Let’s get out of here.”

Klaudius needed no encouragement to leave that place. He brushed off Garick’s attempts to help him stand and turned back to the room.

As tired as he was, it took him some time to find his focus. He stared at the end of the fuse and opened himself to the forces of magic. The fuse was lying on that small scrap of rug in the center of the room.

Klaudius took a deep breath and concentrated all of his energy on the end of that fuse. He gestured with his hand and spoke a single magical word.

A small fire appeared at the end of the fuse and began quickly consuming the cord. Klaudius nodded, and Garick helped push him to the top of the stairwell.

Once there, Klaudius pointed at the barrel of oil and jerked his head back toward the stairwell.

“The smoke will help choke them,” he said.

Garick nodded and set the barrel on its side, right at the top of the stairs. Thick, black oil spilled down the stairwell and flooded into the chamber below.

Klaudius started walking toward the door, moving as quickly as he could. His feet felt like they were made from stone. Garick rushed up behind him and grabbed him beneath an arm, pulling him along as the two hurried from the building. Klaudius was grateful for his friend’s strength; he would not have made it out of the sanctuary in time otherwise. He managed a hobbled run as they hurried toward the exit.

“Wait,” Klaudius said as they reached the end of the long rug that ran the length of the sanctuary. He tipped over one of the large candelabras. The black candles ignited the oil that soaked the rug, and flames spread down the length of the room as the two men fled.

Klaudius kept a hand on the hilt of his rapier to keep the scabbard from tangling in his legs as they raced down the massive front steps to the temple. Much of his strength had returned by that time, and with Garick’s assistance he was able to maintain a fast job. They hurried across the plaza square in front, running for the buildings across the way.

Klaudius saw where they had stashed the hand cart earlier and pointed at it. They turned and ran in that direction. They had established that as a meeting point before attacking the temple.

When they got close, Emma peeked her head around the back of the cart and waved at them. Klaudius felt a rush of relief at seeing her beautiful face. He loved that woman. After fighting with her the past few days, he had decided beyond any shadow of a doubt that he was going to start a life with her. A calm life, a peaceful one. He almost thought he heard the sizzle of fireworks when—

A deafening roar sounded behind them as a massive force sent both men tumbling forward like leaves on the wind. Klaudius slammed into a wall, and managed to scramble into a nearby alley where Emma was waiting for them. He reached back and grabbed onto Garick’s hand, helping to pull the giant behind him.

Emma pulled both of them to safety just in time. A stone the size of Garick’s head slammed into the wall right behind them, opening up a hole large enough to walk through. Debris fell all around as they watched each other in shock. The building in front of them rumbled as half of the roof caved in. Klaudius pushed Emma beneath the hand cart right as a board fell to the paving stones.

“What the fuck was that?” Emma asked from beneath the hand cart.

“They were brewing explosives down in the catacombs beneath the temple,” Klaudius said.

“So you set off your fireworks in the middle of their explosives?” Emma asked.

Klaudius just grinned in reply.

Embers fell like rain around them and they waited a few minutes before moving. Once the debris began to subside, the three of them peeked around the corner of the building.

The Temple of Zira had stood proudly for centuries, yet now all that remained was a crumbled shell. Gone was the great peaked roof and the towering ancient walls of thick stone. What remained of the walls was now scorched and blackened and no taller than Emma.

Fires raged through the rubble as the oil burned, sending gouts of thick black smoke into the air. Klaudius eyed that smoke carefully; there was a good chance that all the black snakeroot powder had been destroyed in the explosion, but if any of it had survived and was in that smoke, they would be thoroughly fucked.

Debris from the explosion could be found in every direction. Most nearby buildings had also been destroyed in the explosion.

“We need to get out of here, and fast,” Klaudius said, pointing at the black cloud of smoke hovering over the fires.

“Will that spread?” Emma asked.

“I don’t know,” Klaudius replied. “But only the Scarlet Raiders live in this area anymore, so I’m not hugely concerned. But I don’t want to risk any of us.”

“I guess luck worked in your favor,” Emma said, looking around at the destruction. “But I’ve seen enough. Let’s go.”
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Klaudius grabbed onto the edge of the hand cart and pulled himself to his feet. The three of them hurried down the alley, then looked back toward the temple when they reached the other end of the building.

Several members of the Scarlet Raiders had left the surrounding buildings and were beginning to gather in front of the burning temple remains, suddenly aware that their chain of command had just been radically altered. Their focus was on the flames, so they didn’t see the three bandits leaving behind them.

They stepped onto the main street and ran away from the scene of the explosion. Although he was bruised, battered, and could barely remain upright, Klaudius found himself smiling. The Scarlet Raiders were done. This chapter of his life was over. Now he could focus on building a life with Emma. He looked over at her and they shared a smile. She was so beautiful.

“What have you done?!” A voice shouted from behind them, unnaturally loud.

Klaudius slowed and looked over his shoulder.

A man clothed in black robes trailed them, his hands shaking with rage as he raised his fists to the sky and shouted a magical incantation. Something one of the sorcerers had said in the catacombs came back to Klaudius.

When Irakas returns, he can direct you further.

“Run,” Klaudius said, turning back around. “Run!”

They sprinted away through streets littered with burning debris. A gout of flame sprouted from the paving stones, nearly burning them to ash.

“Who was that?” Emma asked.

“Irakas, their leader,” Klaudius said. “I’ll wager a gold mark that he’ll tear down the rest of the city to find us.” He pointed down a side street and they all turned, then leaned against the back of a building and caught their breath.

“Why do you want us to stop, then?” Garick asked, breathing hard. He simply wasn’t built for running.

“We have to face him,” Klaudius said, grabbing the hilt of his sword. “There’s no way to avoid it.”

Garick shook his head. “I’ll be honest. I’m next to useless against a sorcerer. If I can’t punch him, he’ll just set me on fire.”

Klaudius grunted. “I’m not much better. I know a few spells, but I’m too tired to use them right now.”

He had been lucky when he fought that sorcerer a week or so ago. The element of surprise was a powerful thing, but fighting one in the open was a different matter altogether.

Emma grabbed her small crossbow and slid a bolt into the flight groove on top. It didn’t have much range, but it would hopefully do.

Irakas’s howls of rage echoed down the street.

The burning temple provided just enough light for Klaudius to peer around the corner and see what was happening.

The sorcerer launched streams of fire at everything that moved as he slowly walked toward where the three of them were hiding. Several members of the Scarlet Raiders ran toward Irakas and knelt in front of him, asking questions. Without slowing, he made a dismissive gesture with his hand and the three men flew away as if struck by a great force. They slammed into a nearby building, one of them leaving a red mess on the wall where his head split open.

“I think I have an idea,” Klaudius whispered. He turned and told Emma and Garick what was going through his mind.

“You’re not serious, are you?” Emma asked as Garick hurried away.

“Unfortunately, I am,” Klaudius replied.

She shook her head, but readied her small crossbow. After a sharp look at Klaudius, Emma leaned around the side of the building and took careful aim. Her bolt flew true and struck Irakas in the shoulder.

“Shit!” she said. “I was hoping for his chest.”

“Alright, let’s move!” Klaudius said.

They turned and ran away, right as the building exploded in a shower of brick and splintered wood.

Searing pain lanced through Klaudius’s thigh as he was cast across the street with the debris. Looking down, he saw a piece of wood as thick as his thumb buried deep in his leg. He struggled, crawling as quickly as he could down the street and away from Irakas.

“Emma!” he called out. Looking around, he saw her lying on the street not far from him. A flying brick had struck her in the head and knocked her out.

Klaudius looked back and watched in horror as Irakas rounded the corner and stepped through the burning wreckage. The flames didn’t bother him in the slightest as he walked through them. The sorcerer’s eyeless face was a mask of anger, his pale lips alternating between curses and incantations.

He lifted a bony hand toward Klaudius. The piece of wood buried in Klaudius’s thigh twisted and moved, embedding itself deeper in his flesh and sending waves of pain through his body. Klaudius grit his teeth against the pain, struggling not to cry out. He pushed himself back, trying to put more distance between him and the sorcerer.

“For three years,” Irakas said in a harsh voice while slowly approaching Klaudius. “For three years, I have dedicated every moment of my life to one single goal.”

He twitched his hand and agony flooded Klaudius’s body. His resolution to not cry out ended and he screamed in pain.

“And you have ruined it all!” Irakas’s face contorted with anger. “Three years!” he shouted.

Just then, Irakas finally noticed the crossbow bolt sticking out of his shoulder. Sneering, he wrenched it out and cast it to the paving stones. His hands moved as he began chanting once more.

“Not yet!” Klaudius screamed as Irakas continued his incantation.

Although there were no flames present, Klaudius could feel his skin blister and peel away as if he was being burned alive. The sensation penetrated deeply into his body and even moved down between his legs. Blood leaked from his nose as he fought against the pain, struggled to move himself backward and escape the sorcerer. His body shook from the agony as he pushed himself, inches at a time, down the street with Irakas slowly following.

Irakas noticed Emma lying on the street. She stirred slightly and Irakas smiled, which was perhaps more terrifying than the look of anger he had previously worn.

“I’ll come back for you soon,” he said to Emma, then turned back to Klaudius. “I can make this last, you know. Weeks. Months, even.” He bared his teeth in another one of those horrifying smiles. “I can keep your heart from giving out and your mind from breaking while I torture you day and night. You can never escape me.”

Klaudius glanced over his shoulder at the dark alley next to him. Fear gave him strength, and he tried to push himself further back. Almost there.

“No more of that,” Irakas said with a sneer, making another flicking motion with his hand.

Klaudius looked down in panic as his forearm flexed on its own accord. It snapped at a sharp angle. His hand hung uselessly and a piece of wet bone protruded from his forearm. He felt his chest move and a rib snapped like a twig.

“Not yet!” Klaudius screamed, his words barely intelligible.

Gathering up his courage, he spat a mouthful of blood onto the street and taunted the sorcerer.

“You coward!” Klaudius shouted, slowly crawling back further. “Your powers are nothing, and Setyx is a joke! I—”

Klaudius writhed on the paving stones as pain once again filled his body. Visions of his own torture flooded his mind. He saw Irakas laugh maniacally as he sawed off parts of Klaudius’s body, as he skinned him alive. Irakas gouged out his eyes and chewed off his nose, and every time it felt as if it were truly happening.

“Except I don’t really have the time to deal with you,” Irakas sneered, lowering his hands. “I have an army to rebuild. If you think this was the last of me and my god, you are sorely mistaken.” Irakas took another step forward, placing himself right in front of the dark alley. He fixed Klaudius with a pitiless gaze and looked down at him. “Fear not, though. I will make sure your death is as terrible as I can make it. There will be no shortage of suffering.” He raised his hands.

Behind him, Emma stirred and pushed herself up to her hands and knees. She saw what was happening and screamed.

Klaudius took a deep breath and put the last of his strength into a single word.

“GARICK!” he shouted.

The giant stepped out of the mouth of the dark alley, swinging his broadsword with all his might. The blade struck the sorcerer right in the stomach, slicing him nearly in two.

Irakas crumpled to the street, shouting in rage and disbelief as black filth oozed out of his open torso. He tore at the paving stones with his hands, his bony fingers tearing into the stone as if it were wet clay, and shouted another spell.

The skin on Garick’s arms burst and sprayed blood across the street. The big man raised his sword high overhead and brought it down, splitting the sorcerer’s head all the way to his jaw. Irakas gurgled and thrashed on the street, reaching up and grabbing onto Garick’s sword.

“Oh, fucking die already!” Garick said. He raised his sword and the upper half of Irakas with it and slammed it onto the ground, then twisted the blade, splitting the sorcerer’s head completely open like a rotten melon. Black ooze slopped out of his split skull and Irakas finally died.

“What an asshole,” Garick said, looking down at the dead sorcerer. He glanced at the filth on his blade and frowned.

“Klaudius!” Emma shouted as she stumbled closer to them. Blood matted the side of her head. “Are you alright?”

“Oh yeah, I’m great,” Klaudius said, laying his head back on the paving stones. He took a deep breath and tried to relax. Not really possible with all the pain he was in, but he tried. “In fact, I was thinking of taking a vacation.”

“Oh, honey,” Emma said as she knelt over him. Her eyes took in his wounds and she placed a hand over her mouth to stifle a sob. “We need to get you to a healer. How bad is it? Is there anything I can’t see?”

“My pride,” Klaudius said, then coughed.

Coughing with a broken rib felt like swimming in an active volcano. Klaudius winced and took shallow breaths until the pain subsided.

“We need to get you to a doctor,” Emma said, grabbing onto the piece of wood lodged in Klaudius’s thigh. She snatched it out, then tore her sleeve off and wrapped it tightly around the bleeding wound.

Klaudius took it stoically. After what he had just been through, that was hardly a bother. Mostly, he just didn’t want Garick and Emma to worry about him.

Garick picked up a two-foot long splinter of wood and held it next to Klaudius’s arm. “Sorry in advance, friend,” he said as he straightened the broken limb. “I need a belt.” He stood and pulled off his own.

Emma quickly unbuckled her belt and whipped it off.

“Look, I know you want me, but can we go somewhere cleaner first?” Klaudius asked.

Emma wiped her eyes and laughed as they belted his broken arm to the piece of wood. They pulled the belts snug and Klaudius sucked in breath between his teeth.

“Hey, guys?” he began.

Emma looked up at him.

“Next time I get a bright idea like this, just tell me no,” he said.
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The sun burned red on the horizon, casting shades of orange and pink through the sparse clouds that freckled the sky. Few things were as beautiful as a sunset, and the smoky haze covering the city made that particular one all the more beautiful.

Klaudius reclined on his bed, propped up by pillows, and watched through a nearby window. Emma was curled up next to him, her head against his shoulder, breathing the deep breaths of sleep. She hadn’t left his side since helping to bring him to a healer. His arm was around her, holding her tightly to him. He never wanted to let her go.

After being healed, Klaudius had convinced the elderly woman to teach him some basic healing magic. At least if he found himself in a situation like that again, he would be better prepared.

His broken bones had healed, but it was rather taxing on the body to heal so quickly, the healer had said. Klaudius would be tired for another two days. She had prescribed plenty of rest and good, healthy food and drink.

Well, Emma almost got it right. She came back to Klaudius’s small house and cooked every meal from scratch for him, but on that first day their kissing ultimately led to passionate lovemaking. To be honest, Klaudius would take that over rest any day of the week. His body still ached, but she was everything he had ever dreamed of.

He leaned over and kissed her softly on the temple. She smiled.

“I like listening to your heartbeat,” she said without opening her eyes.

“It beats for you,” Klaudius said, hoping that didn’t sound too corny. He wasn’t a romantic type, but he was trying. Emma wrapped both arms around him, squeezing him tightly, so he figured he had said something right.

“Did you want to leave the house tonight?” she asked.

Klaudius thought for a moment. “Yeah. Things have calmed down over the last two days. Most of the Scarlet Raiders have fled, and the few that remain are being hunted down by citizens. I don’t think there’s much of Black Skull, either. Let’s go get a drink. Ed will be glad to see us.”

“I like that,” Emma said, snuggling against him again. “That means I have to move though, and I’m so comfortable.”

“I can’t help it that I’m the best pillow,” Klaudius said.

“You’re a horrible pillow,” Emma replied. “You’re all hard and muscly and bony. But I love holding you close, so I’m happy.”

Klaudius held her tightly for a few minutes and kissed the top of her head, then they both got off the bed.

With the warm weather, Emma wore only a long nightshirt that covered her to her knees. The thin material left only modesty to the imagination, and Klaudius couldn’t help but stare for a moment. She saw him watching and blushed.

Klaudius pushed himself off the bed, wincing at a twinge in his side. Although he had been healed, he still ached a bit. The healer said that would fade after a few more days.

They slowly pulled their clothes on, stealing glances at each other the entire time. Klaudius felt the cold callousness he was used to slowly melting with every moment he was around her. In her presence, he was becoming a new man. Emma was a tough woman, but had a big heart and a lot of love to give. The kind of woman worth fighting for.

“I wanted to go see Nance tomorrow,” Emma said. “She’s a good kid and deserves some love.”

“Sounds good to me,” Klaudius said. “Feeling especially motherly lately?”

Emma smiled. “I love that little girl. Sometimes she makes me want one of my own.”

They shared a smile, both thinking the same thing. Their future was bright.

“Come on, honey,” Emma said, buckling her sword belt around her waist.

“Right behind you,” Klaudius said, fastening his own sword belt.

Although the Scarlet Raiders had been defeated, the city was still a rough place. The cowardly king had come out of hiding after the temple explosion, and sent the city guards down every street to try to bring some semblance of peace back to the people.

Plenty of fighting had taken place on that first day, but once the members of the Scarlet Raiders found out their leadership had all been killed, most of them fled the city. Some of them threw off their tabards and tried to hide their allegiance and blend back in with society. Many of them hung from ropes at intersections across the city.

Still, there was a feeling of rebirth in Whiteridge. Sure, the city was still a mess and ruled over by an incompetent king, but now Klaudius felt it might have a future.

He reached out and took Emma’s hand in his. She had agreed to leave her small apartment in the city and move into Klaudius’s house. He didn’t have much, but he was looking forward to her turning his house into a home.

The sun finally sank below the horizon as they reached The Full Moon. Klaudius held the door for Emma, and she planted a kiss on his cheek as she entered. He smiled and followed.

Celebrations were still going on in the common room, with people dancing and drinking their body weight in ale. Well, after how dark things had gotten in the past few months, they had reason to celebrate.

“There they are!” Edmund said as they entered the common room.

People turned to see who Ed was talking about, and when they saw Klaudius and Emma, they cheered loudly. People clapped them on the back, cheered their names, and even hugged them.

They pushed through the crowd and made their way to the bar. Edmund reached out and shook Klaudius’s hand.

“Don’t you worry about paying for drinks here ever again, Klaud,” Edmund said, beaming a smile.

“What about me, uncle?” Emma asked.

“You’re my niece, you never had to pay,” Edmund said with a laugh.

He slid two full mugs of ale across the bar, and Klaudius and Emma grabbed them. They raised their mugs and tapped rims.

“What are we toasting to, Klaud?” Emma asked.

Klaudius thought for a moment. “To our new life.”

“I like that,” she replied with a smile. “To us.”

The end.
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